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Black Girl from a White Suburb

Finding my Light, Using my Voice

Tania Richard

This is my memoir.

The stories in this book reflect my recollection of events. Some names, locations, and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of those depicted. Dialogue has been recreated from memory.

My life has unfolded before, during, and after reading, seeing, or performing plays. The settings, character descriptions, and dialogue are written in script format. This isn’t only about theatre, though. It is about the power and necessity of seeing yourself reflected and represented.

Okay. You’re smart, you’re beautiful, and you are welcome here.

Have a good read.

“Creation can actually save you. It is a means of some salvation.”

–Danya Taymor, Tony-Award-winning director of the Broadway musical The Outsiders

“Black girls of every age need other Black girls who can hold their truths.”

–Britney Cooper, author, Eloquent Rage: A Black Feminist Discovers Her Superpower

“Racism is annoying.”

–Nicole Byer, Emmy-Award-winning comedienne and podcaster
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“The moment you doubt whether you can fly, you cease forever to be able to do it.”

–J.M. Barrie

In seventh grade, I had the bright idea to tell Ms. Cochran, my drama club leader, that I wouldn’t mind playing Nana, the sheepdog in Peter Pan. It was all part of my strategic plan, you see. I didn’t know one kid who wanted to play that part. Nana cares for Wendy and her brothers in Bloomsbury, in the West End District of London. At the beginning of the play, she nudges them to bed, pulls up their covers, and disappears, never to be seen again. She has no lines; she doesn’t get to sing. The role is that of a canine.

I decided to pretend like I didn’t mind playing Nana. If I pretended that I didn’t mind playing Nana, Ms. Cochran would think I was a team player and reward me with the role of Tootles, one of the Lost Boys who lived in Neverland. Stay with me now. 

I aimed for Tootles because I knew I didn’t stand a chance at Wendy, the ingenue. She was light and delicate, worthy of pixie dust. I was the only Black girl in an all-white grade school in Western Springs, Illinois, an all-white suburb of Chicago.

SETTING: A dialed-down version of the towns where John Hughes filmed Sixteen Candles and Home Alone: big houses, winding driveways, mowed lawns. Population: white people.

Context is everything. In 1981, I’d never seen a Black ingenue in fairy tales, movies, or television. There was Tootie in The Facts of Life and Dee from What’s Happening!!, but they weren’t ingenues. Tootie was sassy, everybody’s kid sister. Dee was sarcastic, like Florence from The Jeffersons. They weren’t at the center of the story. Neither was I. 

Toni Morrison said, “I stood at the border, stood at the edge, and claimed it as central. I claimed it as central and let the rest of the world move over to where I was.” I wish I’d had a teacher like her. Maybe Ms. Morrison would have seen me as a Wendy. I bet she would have helped me fathom what I couldn’t. 

Ms. Cochran was not interested in the job. 

I was beside myself when Ms. Cochran announced she was starting a drama club. The only extracurriculars available in seventh grade were sports-related. I made the softball team that year because there were no cuts. In the outfield, I spent my time desperately hoping the ball wouldn’t come my way, for fear my brain would short-circuit, and I’d have no idea where to throw it. I spent most of the season on the bench.

A few summers earlier, I’d had a taste of being onstage at Avery Coonley Day Camp. We’d done a musical about a woman named Anna Cootcha Catcha Camma Tosa Nara Tosa Nocka Samma Camma Wacky Brown. She falls into a well. Please don’t ask me how. That’d be a pretty hard thing to do. Anyway, the whole town witnesses it and scrambles to get her out. They save her. That’s the entire plot.

I played a townsperson who witnessed the fall and fainted with a gasp. Everyone thought I was pretty convincing. When I hit the floor, the audience turned their attention toward me. 

I liked that very much. 

But then, I blew getting cast as the narrator in the Christmas nativity scene in fifth grade. Here’s how: Mrs. Lynch was a mom who volunteered to write and direct the nativity scene every year. She lined up my class against the lockers outside and told us to introduce ourselves. One by one, students said their names in varying degrees of performative disinterest. When it was my turn, I followed suit and mumbled, “Tania Richard,” while looking askance. 

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—TANIA RICHARD (pronounced Rih-SHARD): (in the beginning) A Black girl who lives in a white suburb. She has long, black, curly hair worn in braided pigtails with elastic hair bands with balls at the top and bottom. In seventh grade, she gets relaxers in Loreeta’s basement salon every sixth Saturday. Tania is a second-generation Haitian whose parents are doctors. French is her first language. Both French and English are spoken at home. She has worn glasses since kindergarten. In high school, she will stop wearing them, which is a choice that renders her unable to see the blackboard but showcases her blue eyeshadow. She is the only Black girl in her class from grade school to high school.

Only one student said her name at full volume, with her shoulders back and a perkiness that could rival Punky Brewster. Mrs. Lynch cast her as the narrator and then cautioned the rest of us to take every opportunity to present ourselves confidently. 

That lesson stayed with me, and I never missed that chance again, even if it meant I had to pretend.

Ms. Cochran was the new seventh-grade Math teacher. Drama club took place in her classroom after school once a week.

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—MS. COCHRAN: A glamorous woman with feathered hair and a voluptuous figure. She wears a full face of makeup fit for the stage, not life. Dresses in silk shirts tucked into pencil skirts secured by thin belts. She was an aspiring actress before becoming a teacher.

SETTING: A sterile and bright room with white walls. To the right of the entrance is a chalkboard, and just above it is a banner that reads “Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, mercy me, a sinner,” in cursive. It continues to be a mantra that Tania uses to soothe herself when she can’t fall asleep.

On the first day, we did a sense-memory exercise, pretending we were trapped in an unheated cabin with no phone line or electricity during a snowstorm. Ms. Cochran told us to draw from a real-life experience where we felt trapped and to borrow those emotions for the scene. Sidebar: Most acting exercises are fucked up and adjacent to torture. I recommend them to no one. If you have an enemy, recommend a Meisner class. That’ll get ‘em.

The drama club was a small group—maybe 10 kids. They started pacing, rubbing their arms repeatedly to signify they were cold. Some kids blew into their hands and shook out their limbs. I walked around the perimeter of the space between the two sets of desks. In front of me, I conjured windows frosted with snow.

I’m a visualizer, meaning that how I think is prevailingly visual. If I think about it, I see it: an object, day of the week, color, everything. Some people don’t see anything. Nothing comes to mind, no matter how hard they try to picture something. It’s called congenital aphantasia. Don’t tell me I never taught you anything. 

Besides seeing things in my mind’s eye, I discovered I could see them in front of me through this exercise. As I moved around, I saw the walls of a traditional log cabin all around me. I conjured a checkered couch with an orange blanket strewn across the back to my left. In front of me, a fire dwindled in a gray stone fireplace. 

I focused on being away from my family and possibly never seeing them again. The fear I felt late at night, when I worried about moving out of my parents’ house someday, filled my chest. The longing, anticipatory grief and stress flooded my body. Then, a real chill enveloped me, and I was hysterically crying.

TANIA: (screaming) We’ve got to get out of here!

CABIN DWELLERS/DRAMA CLUB STUDENTS: We can’t leave! 

Suddenly, there were two camps. One group was in favor of leaving the cabin to seek help, but the other wanted to stay and wait out the storm. My emotions heightened as tears flooded my face, and I bolted for the imaginary door. A student from the other camp attempted to hold me back. 

It was a real “Sean Penn from Mystic River” moment. There’s a scene where he learns his daughter is lying dead just beyond the yellow police tape that’d been put up in the woods. He tries to get past the police, and a slew of them hold him back and hold him down. Then, there’s an aerial shot of all of them restraining him as he sinks into wails of despair. He won an Oscar for that performance, so whatever. 

TANIA: If we don’t get out of here, we’re going to die—

MS. COCHRAN: (irritated) Okay, that’s enough.

Her words abruptly stopped our improvisation.

DRAMA CLUB STUDENT 1: That was good, Tania.

DRAMA CLUB STUDENT 2: Yeah.

DRAMA CLUB STUDENT 3: That was cool.

(The other students chime in with support.)

MS. COCHRAN: (accusatory tone) Was that real, or were you faking?

What the hell kind of question was that? Did she want me to say it was real? Was it better to say it was fake? If I said it was fake, then I was cheating somehow, right? If I said it was real, was I admitting something I shouldn’t? Was I faking? What does that even mean?

Ms. Cochran’s question stopped my internal system as if someone had hit pause. No breath, no heartbeat, no thought. The other students and the classroom dissolved. It was just me and Ms. Cochran standing there, eyes locked.

I had no idea what to say. She seemed mad.

Then she broke eye contact. My breath returned, my heart started beating, my thoughts returned, and the room and students swirled back into view. She moved on to the next exercise as if what’d just happened between us hadn’t.

While the moment shook me, I was delighted with the discovery of my ability. People think actors are good liars. We aren’t. Actors tell the truth under imaginary circumstances. The circumstances are “lies” if something has to be untrue. My mind knew I wasn’t stranded in a cabin, but my body didn’t. The emotion I felt and the tears I cried were real. I could transform my surroundings and build a new world with my mind like a superhero. 

Drama club was my origin story. 

After a few more sessions, Ms. Cochran announced that we would put on a production of Peter Pan. My best friend Mark and I talked about it every night leading up to the auditions. We talked about everything and nothing anyway, but now our main focus was that we would be in a play. The real world showed little evidence that we mattered, but Neverland would. 

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—MARK: A boy with thick brown hair that he rarely brushes. His eyes are deep-set and blue. He’s the kind of kid who looks restless even when sitting still. He’s generally disheveled. His mother is divorced, which adds to his mystique. 

We went back and forth, trying to determine who would get what part. We figured Ms. Cochran would cast Martha, a blonde-haired, blue-eyed seventh grader, as Wendy. Martha had already snagged the role of the Native American Girl in the all-school play How the West Was Won. The musical showed how a bunch of white guys “won” the West, which is an awfully presumptuous statement if you ask me.

As the Native American Girl, Martha sang, “The white man is coming with iron horse and track to carry the warriors away. I lift up my eyes to the top of the sun.” 

Stirring. 

There were no Indigenous People of the Americas at St. John of the Cross, the Catholic grade school I attended, so of course Martha, she of the yellow tendrils and azure eyes, was the next logical choice. 

Rehearsals for the all-school play took place in the carpeted gym on the second floor. Kids would get rug burns in gym class when they fell. The carpet was considered high-end at the time. I didn’t get it. 

St. John of the Cross School had students from kindergarten to eighth grade. 

SETTING: A two-story building with beige and light gray brick. In the front is a dark gray panel with a full-sized white sculpture of Jesus hanging off a giant crucifix. It is haunting.

While each grade practiced their segment of the show, the other students sat on benches on either side of the basketball court. Teachers tried to wrangle and quiet them, which was nearly impossible. When Martha sang, the chaos stopped, and students and teachers listened in a suspended moment of ecstasy. 

Her rendition of the song made us believe she was in imminent danger. White-girl pain was the shit. A white girl’s tears could stop the world from turning on its axis. Even a white girl’s fake tears made everyone take notice. 

What was it like to get that much attention? 

Would my tears ever matter like that? 

Martha would play Wendy, and Jenny, another blonde girl, would be Peter Pan because Ms. Cochran favored her. The stage production of Peter Pan was always ahead of its time with its gender-bending casting. Mary Martin, Sandy Duncan, and Cathy Rigby also famously played the part.

Mark wanted to play Captain Hook. And Tootles was a featured Lost Boy. For me, Tootles would suffice. I’d earn the role by suggesting I’d be willing to take on the role of Nana, the sheepdog. 

It was the chess move of all chess moves, which proves I had no idea how to play chess. 

After the audition, we waited an excruciating amount of time for Ms. Cochran to post the cast list. 

Okay, it was three days, but it may as well have been the rest of our natural-born lives. 

I think Ms. Cochran prolonged posting it because she was drunk with power. What the heck was the delay? Was she waiting to see whether some child actor in New York was available? 

That’s when I had the idea to tell Ms. Cochran I wouldn’t mind playing Nana. I approached her desk after class.

TANIA: Ms. Cochran? When will you be posting the cast list?

MS. COCHRAN: (slight exasperation) I’m not sure, Tania. Soon.

TANIA: (obsequious) It’s a tough decision. 

She was busy looking at papers on her desk, barely paying attention to me.

TANIA: Ya know, I really wouldn’t mind playing Nana. It’d be cool.

MS. COCHRAN: (stops looking at papers) Really?

TANIA: (lying) Yeah.

MS. COCHRAN: Good to know. (goes back to her papers)

I walked away confident that she was impressed with my what’s-good-for-the-show attitude. I just knew she admired it, but she also wouldn’t waste my talent on Nana. For God’s sake, I cried in the middle of a fake snowstorm! She needed my acting chops for Tootles’ who had a show-stopping scene. 

The cast list finally went up a day later. Mark and I approached the white wall across from Ms. Cochran’s classroom and searched for our names. I saw Mark’s name first. He didn’t get Captain Hook, but he did get cast as one of the Lost Boys. No surprise, Martha was Wendy, and Jenny was Peter Pan. 

I was cast as Nana. The Dog. 

My master manipulation chess move of all chess moves had not worked in my favor. I kept staring at the list as other students moved around me, celebrating their roles while looking my way to catch my reaction. I remember little else. I think I was in a blackout. 

After school, I cried hysterically into my pillow, in my “red brick house on the hill”.

SETTING: A four-bedroom house with two baths and a basement. The front room has a marble floor and a staircase that leads to the second floor. A chandelier purchased in Europe by Tania’s parents hangs next to the stairwell. As you enter, you will see a dining room on your right. To the left is the fancy room, where no one can go unless it’s a special occasion, like first communion or prom, for photos. Just past the entry is a family room with wood-paneled walls and a large television. A kitchen is adjacent, with areas to cook and eat. The guest room is at the top of the stairs; next is the eldest daughter’s room. Tania, the youngest, and her middle sister share the room on the right. Her parents’ room is down a long hallway. It is a landmark home. In other words, people reference it when giving directions. “Take a right at the red brick house on the hill (or the house where the only Black family lives and the parents are doctors).”

TANIA: (wailing) I can’t play Nana the dog. 

My mother stood over me with a concerned look on her face. 

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—MOMMY (pronounced mah-MEE): Haitian immigrant. A beloved obstetrician/gynecologist. She is a fair-skinned woman. Her face is always calm, even though she is a worrier and a bit fatalistic. Loving, loyal, kind to a fault. The sound of her Haitian accent is the music of Tania’s memories. 

MOMMY: But you told her you wanted to play Nana.

TANIA: But I didn’t mean it! I just said that so she would cast me as Tootles!

MOMMY: Who is Tootles? 

TANIA: A Lost Boy. When I said I wouldn’t mind playing Nana, I didn’t mean I wouldn’t mind playing Nana. I meant I’d rather die than play Nana, so she’d cast me as Tootles. 

My mother said she’d be back in a bit, her look suggesting she was afraid I’d lost my mind. I could hear her going into her bedroom right next to mine. Through the wall, I heard her talking on the phone. 

MOMMY: Ms. Cochran, this is Dr. Edna Richard. I am concerned about Tania. This role might not be a good idea for her. 

My mother didn’t coddle me. She wasn’t the type to throw herself in front of every crisis I encountered, to shield me from life’s hardships. The fact that she felt she had to call Ms. Cochran speaks to how hard I was taking the news. I couldn’t understand everything she said as I eavesdropped through the wall. I heard her say goodbye and walk back toward my room. 

MOMMY: I told Ms. Cochran you were very upset. She said you don’t have to play Nana, but you cannot be in the drama club if you don’t.

I never imagined that getting kicked out of the drama club was an option. Things were supposed to work out. Surely, my tears of a clown would absolve me from playing Nana! I’d get to play Tootles even though a boy named John was playing Tootles! Look, I was in seventh grade. I wasn’t thinking about practicalities. 

My mother left the decision to me, and I was in the worst position. If I chose to stay, I couldn’t blame my mother because she wasn’t forcing me. I could only vaguely blame Ms. Cochran. 

I. Would. Have. To. Blame. My. Self.

I had to speak to Mark. I would do what he told me, and then I could blame him! 

I’m kidding. 

Mark was my confidant. In hindsight, the maturity of our relationship is rather impressive. I knew that he would understand my feelings and reserve judgment. I called him.

MARK: It’ll be a cool challenge. You’ll be memorable. And, like, you open up the whole play. Plus, it’s an important role because you represent the family—Nana is really important because she symbolizes what Wendy and her brothers give up to go to Neverland. Plus, it won’t be the same without you. We were going to do this together. We wanted to do a play. Let’s do a play. I want to do this with you.

That was the moment I fell in love with him. My heart shifted to a new place in my chest, and I liked how it felt. 

Nobody had taken the time to bolster me like that. Nobody outside my family was ever that invested. I didn’t want to let him down. I wanted him to love me back. 

I put on my kneepads and went to work. 

I took rehearsal seriously and did my best, but crawling around the ground with a bunch of white kids standing above me felt awkward and humiliating. A few days into rehearsal, the kid who played Tootles dropped out of the show. Fate was doing me a solid—I would play Tootles after all! It made perfect sense! Ms. Cochran would cast someone else as Nana, and I would finally step into my destiny! 

Ricki, a girl who wasn’t even in drama club, made a run for the role of Tootles. After Math class, she approached Ms. Cochran’s desk and sang an original song about how she wished she’d been in drama club all along. She pledged to knock the role of Tootles out of the theatre if only given the chance. 

I watched her sing in abject horror. The song convinced Ms. Cochran, and she gave Ricki the part.

Why did this woman want to keep me as Nana the dog? Was she planning to cast me as Nana whether I said I didn’t mind playing her or not? When she found out I was devastated about playing Nana, and there was an opportunity to change course, why didn’t she? 

Anyone could argue I got what I deserved. But it can also be argued that she took it too far. She could have wiped the slate clean and started anew. But she didn’t. I know she was under no obligation to give me the role of Tootles, but her doubling down felt vindictive and mean. 

Nobody in the drama club thought it was fair that Ricki got cast. Morale dropped and never picked back up. Ms. Cochran decided to cancel the play and drama club altogether. It was destabilizing.

Around that time, my parents hired Ms. Cochran’s younger brother to tutor me in Math. She’d offered her brother’s services at parent-teacher conferences since I was struggling. Yeah, this woman was working a side hustle for her little brother. I wonder if she got a cut. 

Math has always been my weakness, thanks to a fifth-grade teacher who told me I would never be good at it and that seventh-grade math would be awful. Great pep talk, right? I loved that teacher, by the way. From that moment, I recused myself from understanding numbers in any capacity.

Ms. Cochran’s brother was a nice guy and got me to understand math with such clarity that we could work ahead of the syllabus. I would finish in-class work quickly and have nothing to do. I was only disruptive if that’s what you call raising your hand and giving the correct answer. Ms. Cochran told her brother to stop working ahead anyway. My math muscle atrophied and has stayed that way to this day. I consider it a learning disability at this point. When any conversation about numbers begins, all I hear is white noise. I freeze every time I have to calculate a tip. Online banking has saved me from the torture of balancing my checkbook and tracking my funds.

What drove Ms. Cochran to ask if my tears were fake on that first day of drama club? Why did she refuse to cast me as Tootles? Why did my improvement in math class irritate her enough that she stood in the way of my progress? One time is a coincidence. Three times is different.

I can still feel the way our eyes locked after she asked me, “Was that real? Or were you faking?” When I encounter someone who doesn’t have my best interest at heart, I am back in that moment with Ms. Cochran and my boundaries surround me. Our interaction honed my instinct for danger; I rely on it daily. Fool me once.

Toni Morrison describes her short story “Recitatif” as “a removal of all racial codes from a narrative about two characters of different races for whom racial identity is crucial.” The reader never learns which character is Black or white, and the story ends with more questions than answers. (Okay, I’m not going to reference Ms. Morrison again. Though who could blame me if I did?)

Does race matter in my interactions with Ms. Cochran? Did the way she treated me trigger your sense of knowing and recognition? Do you know what I’m talking about? I know that I know. I know some of you know this deep in your bones. Once you know, you can’t unknow, ya know? And if you don’t know, I’m not here to convince you. It’s like a carbon monoxide leak. You can’t see it, but it’s there. 

I consider my parents’ choice to move to Western Springs, Illinois, my Sliding Doors moment. You know that ‘90s movie with Gwyneth Paltrow before Gwynnie lost her mind and became intolerable? Sliding Doors is about an English woman (remember how she was always so good at accents?) who experiences two hypothetical realities.

The trailer’s narrator says, “Have you ever wondered what might have been? How would things be different if you caught the train instead of missing it?” So one hypothetical is if she caught the train, and the other is if she missed it. The sliding doors are the doors of the subway (or, in this case, the Tube, because it’s set in London).

My “sliding doors” question goes like this: “Would things be different if my parents had moved someplace like Pill Hill?” Pill Hill was an area on the South Side of Chicago just east of Stony Island. Apparently, there’s an actual hill. The area got its nickname because it was started as a development for Jewish pharmacists. It eventually became an area largely populated by Black families in the medical profession. Get it? Pill Hill.

My parents worked at Mercy Hospital in Chicago after attending medical school in Canada. They moved from Haiti to Canada, to Chicago for five years, and then to Western Springs. If they had asked their Black colleagues for recommendations, they might have been told about Pill Hill. I could have grown up in a place where I wasn’t the only one. Instead, they asked their White colleagues where to settle. Western Springs it was.

As a Black woman from a white suburb, I know a thing or two about being on the outside looking in, experiencing prejudice and misogynoir, and the seeming insurmountable obstacles to belonging. I’ve experienced the harm caused by unconscious bias, colorism, microaggressions, internalized and systemic racism, and trauma. I’ve learned to recognize my enemies, especially when the enemy is me; being Black is a gift only I could unwrap, and belonging is a birthright. I also know privilege. I’ve also earned joy.  

I chose a life in theatre despite my faulty start with Ms. Cochran. Theatre simultaneously freed, oppressed, and saved me. I learned to navigate my education and thrive in a career that wasn’t built for me, even though it’s Black people who are at the nexus of all creativity. 

I have cast myself as the leading role in a culture that wants me to be a supporting character. We need more Black heroines, zero gatekeepers, and more representation. I hope that you see yourself reflected and affirmed in my story. It’s time to stand center stage, feel the light, and shine.
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Alice in Wonderland
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“Curiouser and curiouser.” 

−Alice

Remember that superpower I discovered? I loved acting, and acting loved me back. Every Saturday, Ricki and I attended a youth theatre class, culminating in a performance with roles for each student. Yes, this is the same Ricki who had campaigned for the role of Tootles. I didn’t hold it against her; plus, she was the one who’d told me about the Saturday class. Ricki and I had been friends since kindergarten, when she’d walked up to me on the playground and introduced herself.

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—RICKI: Brown hair worn in a bun atop her head, and brown eyes. Chubby, according to white European standards. Adorable. Exceedingly polite to adults. 

RICKI: Are you Dr. Edna Richard’s daughter?

TANIA: Yes?

RICKI: I’m Ricki. Your mom delivered me. Do you want to play?

When we talk about childbirth, the correct phrasing is that an obstetrician delivers a mother, not the baby. That’s what my mother told me. A five-year-old wasn’t going to say it correctly. Or was my mother wrong? English was her second language. I don’t know anybody who phrases it like her, but I will say it here in her honor.

My mom was a beloved OB-GYN who’d delivered the mothers of several of my classmates: Scott, Katie, Donald, and more. Their mothers treated her like a celebrity. Every year, Katie gave my mom a present to thank her for bringing her into the world. I felt proud when they fawned over my mom.

While Ricki wasn’t responsible for the Tootles incident, she was responsible for something else. In third grade, my teacher, Sr. Theresa, called my name while I played at recess. Her face was grim, so I approached with trepidation. She told me Sr. Camille, the principal, wanted to see me in her office.

I knew I was in trouble, because of the tone of her voice, but I couldn’t fathom why. I was a rule follower. I never stepped out of line. I followed Sr. Theresa into the building with my arms crossed and my stomach tightening with worry.

SETTING: A small room with bare white walls except for a thin brown crucifix with a white figure of Jesus hanging from the cross. A bookshelf with multiple Bibles and missals is behind the desk, facing the door. Two chairs with red cushions face the desk. It is a windowless space.

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—SR. CAMILLE: A woman of size, with a round face and a white puff of hair that looks like cotton candy. Her light blue eyes and translucent white skin are similar to those of Tania’s maternal great-grandmother. 

I loved Sr. Camille, even though she didn’t do much to earn it from me or any of the students. She paddled boys in a supply closet when they misbehaved. Girls lived with the constant threat that she might drag them in there too if they misbehaved. We had to stand whenever she entered a classroom and say, “Good morning, Sr. Camille,” in a sing-song, cult-like chorus. I wanted to make her happy, always.

SR. CAMILLE: I am going to ask you this question once. You have one chance to tell me the truth. Have you been stealing Ricki’s lunches?

TANIA: (shocked) No. 

SR. CAMILLE: Are you sure that is your answer?

TANIA: (emphatically) Yes.

SR. CAMILLE: (with the flourish of a lawyer in a courtroom drama) Then why did we find her lunch in your locker?

TANIA: (on the verge of tears) I don’t know.

SR. CAMILLE: (pause) (disgusted) I thought you wouldn’t be like your sister.

My older sister Lissa was a rebel whose cause was being a rebel. She never harmed anyone, though; rules and procedures simply didn’t interest her. 

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—LISSA (short for Melissa; pronounced LEE-suh): Middle sister. Eighteen months older than Tania. She has an air of maturity and womanhood. She is protective, kind, and popular—the person people assume will be famous or infamous one day. Insisted that Tania listen to Prince, Billy Joel, and Cat Stevens with her while sitting on their bedroom floor.

I absorbed Sr. Camille’s sickened tone like a sponge. Shame and guilt flooded my system and never entirely left. So began my lifelong paranoia of being held responsible for things I didn’t do. 

RANDOM ACQUAINTANCE I: Did you hear about Tania?

RANDOM ACQUAINTANCE II: No, what happened?

RANDOM ACQUAINTANCE I: She went to jail for something she didn’t do.

RANDOM ACQUAINTANCE II: Damn. That chick had potential.

Guilt persists as my default emotion.

Sr. Camille refused to believe I was telling the truth. I felt like waste that belonged in the trash. Feeling how much Lissa displeased her sent a clear message that the rebellion, independence, bravery, and fearlessness it took to do what one pleases brings forth the death of love. 

I spent the rest of the day in the corner of Sr. Camille’s office. She planned to speak to my parents after school. She gave Ricki my lunch and did business as if I wasn’t there. Anyone who walked in or out of her office did the same. They erased me due to one wrong move I didn’t even make. I helped them ignore me by keeping still and avoiding their eyes.

By the end of the day, Ricki admitted to putting her lunches in my locker because she didn’t want to eat the food her mother had packed. She knew she could eat lunch with the nuns at the convent if she said her lunch was missing. The next day, her parents made her confess to our entire class. 

Sr. Camille never apologized. My parents were never told. I didn’t tell them because I didn’t know you could tell on adults, and I already felt blameworthy. You can’t un-ring a bell.

I didn’t hold a grudge against Ricki. I told myself that she had chosen my locker because we were friends. She didn’t think they’d search the lockers and find her lunches. 

Or maybe she did. I don’t know. 

We believe what we need to get by.

The production was Alice in Wonderland. The lead roles were the White Rabbit, Alice, and the Caterpillar. I was cast as the Caterpillar. Ricki had wanted to be the White Rabbit but didn’t get it, which caused us to corner the kid who did get cast in the bathroom and talk them into giving up the part. Poor kid did what we asked. Suburban youth theatre in the late ‘80s was cutthroat. We were real assholes.

As the Caterpillar, I wore a lime-green leotard, tights, a soft headpiece curled at the end, and green face paint. Yup, I was green before Elphaba in Wicked. Take that, Adele Dazeem.

I had three additional arms sewn on my left side, and three more on my right side. I considered myself the star of Alice in Wonderland because I was the narrator. Without the narrator, the story could not, would not be told. But Narrator in Wonderland is not a catchy title. I had a solo with lyrics that included “A, A-E-I-O-U and sometimes Y.” Step aside, Martha of “The White Man is Coming”. 

There wasn’t a thing about being the Caterpillar that I disliked. I was covered head to toe in green, and I never felt more secure and grounded or more myself. I was wholly complete in my green garb. I had a pipe shaped like a flower that I’d puff on while singing my solo, crossing back and forth on the stage like a boss. Nobody could touch me—not Ms. Cochran, not Sr. Camille, not anyone.

Here’s the thing: I believed I was a caterpillar. The costume made perfect sense, with its puffy arms and curved hood. I was a true representative of the class Insecta, which is what all transformations require: belief in self, possibility, and one’s place in the world. 

I’m going to say it. I was gifted, okay? I had a God-given talent at a young age.

Being green erased my race. The audience would assume I was white underneath all that paint. There was no reason for them to think otherwise. They couldn’t guess I was Black from the sound of my voice because I spoke in the same dialect as the white people around me. And that’s what it is—a dialect, an accent. Sound is based on region and who is around you. It’s not some determination of membership. I didn’t know that then.

Lissa could blend. Her skin was olive, closer to white than black. Privilege comes from proximity to whiteness. Gina and I had similar skin tones: unmistakably brown, closer to our father, whose skin was deep mahogany. 

CHARACTER DESCRIPTION—GINA: Oldest sister. Five years older than Tania. The first to endure being the only Black kid in an all-white school. Both her legs were broken when she was hit by a car at age six, and she spent a year recovering in bed. Beautiful singing voice. The lead singer of Love and Addiction, an indie rock band in the late ‘80s. Taught Tania how to read and write in cursive.

Lissa’s fair skin gave her access. She dated the most popular boy in her class. Nobody questioned it. He didn’t care. I envied her skin tone. Things seemed easier for her. I didn’t want to be white, but I wanted things to be easier. I remember watching her from the shallow end during a third-grade swim lesson. She stood outside the pool with other girls, laughing, exuberant, confident. I want that, I thought, as I sank below the water’s surface to disappear. 

My performance in Alice in Wonderland was memorable enough that the teacher asked me to resurrect the Caterpillar for the upcoming dance recital. I’d be the emcee, introducing the acts and adding a little humor. She wrote a script with monologue after monologue. It might as well have been The Iceman Cometh. I memorized all of it the night before. Impressive, right? I couldn’t cram for tests like that. But with a script, it was effortless. I remembered every word and led the audience on a journey of dance and self-reflection that people probably still talk about today. 

As I moved onstage, the spotlight followed me constantly. I didn’t have to worry about staying in one place to be seen. My body absorbed the light as if it were sunshine. Onstage, I didn’t doubt myself. I could fully explore my inner power without limitation. I didn’t have to be proper, discreet, or private, like a good Haitian daughter should be. My parents wouldn’t be caught dead on a stage, expressing any part of themselves. My father used to have me call Blockbuster to hold a movie because he was self-conscious about his accent. His voice was a rich, expressive echo of place and time, but he felt it was a marker of his difference. My mother thought telling people she was a doctor was bragging. She had the same hairdresser for decades and never told them what she did for a living. 

It felt right to have a pool of light on my face. I liked holding the audience’s attention, guiding them through the show, and making them laugh and even cry. 

Okay, nobody cried. It was a dance recital, not Madame Butterfly. 

Wouldn’t it be a bold and impactful artistic decision to have a caterpillar as the narrator of Madame Butterfly? We probably need to workshop it. 

I can’t ignore that I was playing a caterpillar who, as caterpillars do, would eventually turn into a butterfly. I was different after I played that role. At the age of 12, what I was doing aligned with my soul’s purpose. If I continued on that path, I would soar like a butterfly escaping its cocoon.
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“Something always told me I wasn’t no rich white woman.”

−Mama

In eighth grade, my sisters bestowed The Outsiders upon me, proclaiming it was “The best book ever.” I wasn’t much of a reader. Barbies held my imagination until seventh grade. I kept that to myself. I played with Laura, a neighborhood girl who attended the public school, so nobody in my class knew. I met her when Lissa brought me to her house to introduce us. Before Laura, I had tagged along with Lissa and her friends. Lissa was a good sport, but as soon as she found out a girl my age had moved in down the hill and across the park from us, she played matchmaker.

I had the Barbie camper, car (a purple convertible), and pool, which didn’t make sense because it was only the length of Barbie’s body. I also had a Ken doll and two younger-looking dolls that weren’t Barbies but looked close enough to be their kids. Yes, I made my Ken and Barbie have sex. Yes, I stuffed tissues under Barbie’s dress to make her look pregnant. Yes, all my Barbies were white.  

In 1968, Christie, Mattel’s first Black doll, was designed with the same unrealistic body measurements as Barbie, but her features were African American. She also spoke, which tracks because Sisters will not be silenced. Can I get a what-what? The first Black doll to carry Barbie’s moniker was made by Mattel in 1980. She had an Afro. 

As a kid, I had no idea there was a Black Barbie. Do I think playing with Black Barbies would have built up my self-esteem? Sure. Do I know that playing with white Barbies enabled hours of imaginative play where I built worlds and created conflict and resolution while dressing my dolls with style? Yes. I wasn’t worried about looking like Barbie. I was too busy creating high-stakes soap opera narratives that would make Susan Lucci blush. But what if, what if, what if I’d had a doll who resembled me and sparked my imagination? Was there a world where I could have both?

I outgrew Barbie between seventh and eighth grade. Once I read The Outsiders, I never looked back. S.E. Hinton, a 16-year-old girl from Oklahoma, wrote the book in the late ‘60s because she was frustrated with how literature portrayed teenagers. It’s about Ponyboy Curtis, his brothers Darrel and Sodapop, and their friends Johnny, Steve, Two-Bit, and Dallas, in 1967. They’re called Greasers because they live in Oklahoma on the “wrong side of the tracks”. The Socs are the kids from the “right side of the tracks”. On a fateful night, the groups clash, setting off events that change their lives forever. Doesn’t that sound so dramatic? It was. 

I’d finish the book and start over immediately. I memorized the first page and recited it out loud, to practice my speaking skills. “When I stepped out into the bright sunlight from the darkness of the movie house, I had only two things on my mind: Paul Newman and a ride home.” Robert Frost’s “Nothing Gold Can Stay”, a poem featured in the book, is one of only a few poems I can still recite by rote. I carried The Outsiders with me everywhere. I have the copy I checked out from Thomas Ford Memorial Library in Western Springs. It is wildly overdue. Don’t tell anyone. Promise?

Then, Francis Ford Coppola turned it into a movie. C. Thomas Howell as Ponyboy Curtis. Rob Lowe as Sodapop, Patrick Swayze as Darrel, Ralph Macchio as Johnny, Tom Cruise as Steve, Emilio Estevez as Two-Bit, and Matt Dillon as Dallas Winston. 

They were all so beautiful. 

They were all so white.

When I was younger, I had a crush on Shaun Cassidy. Ricki showed me a picture of him in a silver baseball jacket, with his hands on his hips. His shoulder-length hair was backlit, creating the outline of a halo. He was the typical teen heartthrob who captured the attention of young girls due to his slim build and slightly androgynous features. I was smitten, but never thought about Shaun from the waist down. My attraction was all heart and head. I wanted to braid his hair and have a slumber party. He didn’t make me feel flush with prepubescent anticipation. 

The Outsiders were different. Patrick Swayze was 31, even though his character, Darrel, was 21. His grown-man energy was evident, mainly because the cast had actual teenagers. Tom Cruise had removed the cap from his chipped front tooth to add authenticity to his character. His intensity was full-fledged even then. Rob Lowe at 18 is so pretty it’s disarming. There’s a scene where he steps out of the shower with a towel barely covering his goods. Boy, oh boy, I was curious about what was underneath. Since they were all playing Greasers, they had an air of toughness that Shaun Cassidy couldn’t touch. Greasers wouldn’t be caught dead singing “Da Doo Ron Ron”.

I was obsessed with C. Thomas Howell. The C stands for Christopher. I dreamt of running my fingers through his thick brown hair. I wanted to protect him from Darrel, who yelled at Ponyboy and pushed him down for coming home too late. Still, the notion that Swayze’s character was thrust into a parental role, and his siblings had no choice but to adhere to his rules lest the state separates them, turned me on. I overdosed on fraternity and masculinity.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





