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And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.
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—ANAÏS NIN














PART I


The Joker


He rises from a horizon of chaos. An eternal conflicting force disrupting the balance of things. The God of Opposition, a cosmic Darth Vader dressed as a clown to prevent you from seeing the true darkness of his antics. A trickster—look at the wicked smile on his face—mocking, unsettling. He knows. He thrives off disorienting the living. His purpose is to destroy from the inside out until pain rolls down like water.


He’s the ultimate test for Luke and the Jedi of Chosen Ones. He wants to know what their souls are made of, to test whether they have the strength to answer the call, survive his madness, and complete the mission.














CHAPTER ONE


Someone is watching me. It’s not my mother’s Jesus, who hangs in blissful peace above the desk in my dorm room, or my roommate, Amanda, aka Mandy, aka Manda Panda, which her closest friends have painfully named her. There are many watchers and they are always white. My mother warned me about “lookin’ ass white people” that follow you in stores and stare at you on the sidewalk when you’re in the wrong neighborhood, attempting to control your entire existence with their eyes. I’ve learned from Children of the Corn, The Hills Have Eyes, and Jason Voorhees from the Friday the 13th movies that white people are always watching, especially when they are about to kill you. I don’t think anyone’s trying to murder me, but I am concerned.


Dartmouth has more white people than I’ve ever seen in my life. Sometimes I just walk around campus marveling at how many there are. Prior to being here, I thought most of the world was Black, like my neighborhood in Cleveland. I was wrong. The real world is white and they are all watching me. Dean Harrison, the dean for first-year students, who also happens to be Black and talks in riddles and quotes, says everything happens for a reason, but she wasn’t in math class with me last week when I caught a group of students blatantly staring at me. The only possible reason for that is intimidation.


I am sitting in class looking down at the blank piece of paper in front of me, pretending to study, but I’m really doodling, which I regularly do in this class since I never know what Professor Cartwright is talking about. Math is a foreign language. Even though I can speak and comprehend a few phrases, I am nowhere near fluent. I feel so stupid in this class. The stupidest. Professor Cartwright is world-renowned, yet he is a terrible teacher. He lectures like he is bored or can’t be bothered with the words coming out of his mouth. His “simplified” explanations are always complicated and confusing. What’s the point of all that brilliance if you can’t transmit anything to others?


Instead of listening, I draw long curvy lines across the length of the page. On this particular day, I am doodling cheerfully when I feel the familiar chill of watching eyes. I glance up at the clock and notice a group of classmates to my right staring. Their hands are folded on the table in front of them. Their eyes, piercing and calm, land decisively on me. They don’t blink. I look around the room to see if anyone else notices, but everyone is focused on Professor Cartwright. I turn back toward them and shrug my head aggressively in frustration, at which point they look away one by one. I feel like I’m in the Twilight Zone. I wonder if this is a bullying tactic against students of color? A way to make us feel unwelcome and out of place? I heard about stuff like that happening from juniors and seniors, but I’m not going to stand for it.


Class ends. I stomp over to the culprits and confront them. “Your intimidation won’t work on me,” I say, inflamed.


“What are you talking about? I don’t even know you,” a long-blond-haired girl responds. They each shuffle out of the room confusedly, whispering among themselves. The resoluteness of her response makes me question myself. Maybe they were looking at something else in my direction. Regardless, it’s strange that they would all be staring at the same time.


A week later, I’m still bothered. I grab a large bag of Lays potato chips from the secret stash at the bottom of my closet while replaying the incident in my mind. I hope they aren’t all sitting together again today, which makes their group staring more terrifying. I open the chips, inhaling the salty goodness, then, like a character on a soap opera, I emerge from my dorm room, fake smiling for the imaginary camera. I pose dramatically in the doorway before beginning my walk to math class. I take the long route to delay the inevitable.


“The Young, Black, and Restless at Dartmouth College,” I say, giggling. I’ve learned to entertain myself here in the backwoods of New Hampshire. I stop in front of Baker Tower, which is attached to the main library and is prominently featured in all the new student material.


Those brochures made many promises they could not keep. The biggest one being an abundance of rainbow-colored minority students, who are actually very hard to find on campus. We are few and far between, and there definitely was no mention of threatening watchers who intimidate with their eyes. But the white clock tower, stacked on manicured red bricks—a staple of Ivy League architecture—has remained true to its collegiate mythology and is even more stunning in person. I imagined what it would be like to stand before this tower for months, despite my high school guidance counselor Mr. Walsh’s repeated attempts to dissuade me from attending a top ten school. I still remember sitting in his office senior year reading the posters on the wall.




“IF YOU BELIEVE IT, YOU CAN ACHIEVE IT.”


“REACH FOR THE STARS.”


“NO DREAM IS TOO BIG.”





“Why Dartmouth?” he asks.


“It looks nice in the brochure.”


“Well, you know, you really shouldn’t choose colleges based on the pictures in the brochure.”


He reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out several pamphlets: Ohio State, Kenyon College, and Oberlin College.


“All great schools. All local. Perhaps you should consider one of these. I would hate for you to…”


He hesitates. I know what the silence








[image: image]











between Professor Cartwright’s words mean. “Well, this really isn’t a good way to start the semester,” he continues. He hands me the paper, which has a large red F circled at the top. “I mean, these quizzes won’t be a big percentage of your grade, but… I don’t want you to fall further behind. Why don’t you stop by the student center and get a tutor? This kind of math is complex. You really needed to start establishing a solid mathematical foundation in high school, which I bet you didn’t. Real shame so many come here unprepared for the vigor of academic life.” He assumes he knows my story, subtly suggesting I’m not capable given my background. I thought getting into Dartmouth was enough to escape low expectations, but he builds another cage of limitation around me. As if the one Mr. Walsh built wasn’t enough
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to make me rethink my entire path in life. “Take some time to mull it over,” Mr. Walsh continues. “I want you to be realistic and clear about the odds. That’s my only goal.” I stare up at the posters on his wall again and then back at him, trying to mend the gap. Why did he bother hanging them at all?


“Fools,” I say while continuing to take in the beauty of the clock tower and munch my chips. “How dare they try and dash the dreams of a savant”—a word I recently learned in Comp Lit—“from the inner city. We are already a rare and endangered species.” I’ll show Professor Cartwright, I say to myself triumphantly before shaking my head in disgust. I often engage in deep conversations with this tower, which briefly makes me feel like I belong here, even though I don’t really feel that way inside and the watching doesn’t help. I hilariously name the tower Matthew McConaughey to further amuse myself and distract from the deep discomfort churning in my core. I chose the whitest and cutest actor I could think of to channel the experience of being on a mostly white campus. I’m trying not to focus so much on race, but it’s hard when I feel so Black and out of place.


“You know what?” I ask Matthew defiantly. “I’m gonna ace all my classes, confront them both, and fling my transcript in their faces. I can’t wait to watch their shocked reactions.” I speak passionately, convincingly, but deep down I wonder if Professor Cartwright and Mr. Walsh are right. It’s still early in the semester, but I’m also struggling in other classes. “Crap,” I say, careening backward down a rabbit hole of self-pity. Will I be among the thirty percent of first-generation college students who flunk out? Why are the voices of the naysayers always the loudest? Why do I never feel good enough no matter how much I achieve? I sulk as students scurry to class all around me, unconcerned about my growing self-doubt and probably consumed by their own.


What the hell am I doing? This place is going to eat me alive. I concede my defeat. Then, Hark! The Defiance emerges. I knew they would come. They always show up when I doubt myself or am about to make a bad decision. They are my inner voice manifested as dramatic one-dimensional characters, reminding me of my own greatness. They are called the Defiance because they oppose all the negative messaging that has been programmed into my mind. Every Black girl needs a team of inner cheerleaders who can lift her spirits when the world tries to come for her.


There are three of them: Shaquanda, who wears dark blond wigs and looks like Lil’ Kim; Damon, who is bald and wears glasses and blue jean overalls with tan Timberland boots; and Terrell, who is suave and cool and sounds like the fourth member of Boyz II Men who talks but doesn’t sing. Shaquanda always punctuates her statements with “bitch” and claps when she speaks, for emphasis. Sometimes she claps so hard her electric-pink press-on nails come flying off. Damon usually pulls out a microphone as if he is about to give a speech to a large audience and finishes all his sentences with “you feel me.” Terrell sounds like a Black preacher with his deep baritone voice and his constant “hah” between words.


When they finally reach me, I tell Matthew to prepare for a show. They form a circle around me and all speak at once, their voices a chorus of validation: Do you know who the hell you are, bitch?!—You da best dat ever did it! Don’t let small minds dim ya light, you feel me? Mr. Walsh and Professor Cartwright cannot see you. How dey gon’ know what you capable of, you feel me? Bitch, you ain’t neva met an obstacle you couldn’t overcome. Fuck da bullshit! Yo mother’s God, hah, is sittin’ right over dere on dat big-ass mountain, hah, waitin’ to pounce on dese hatin’ nonbelievers, hah. You gon’ win, my nigga, you feel me? All we do is win, bitch, despite the challenges. Keep ya head up, ma.


I cheer quietly to myself, but loud enough for others in my immediate vicinity to hear, while pumping my fists. “That’s right! I’m gon’ win! They don’t know me. Who gon’ stop me, haah?!”


I continue hyping myself up with the Defiance until I hear someone behind me interrupt, “What in the Boyz-N-Da-Hood is going on here? Have you forgotten where you are, Negro Brown? Talking to yourself like that in the middle of this snow-white campus? Now I’ve seen it all.” I know who it is, but I don’t turn around. Instead, I roll my eyes and take a deep breath in preparation for dealing with the force of life that is Earnell Jackson. When I finally find the strength to face him, I see that he’s with Kelicia, Keli for short, another close friend. Earnell is a “loud, animated negro” (we playfully call each other negroes to remember our roots) from Atlanta, and Keli is a short, brown-skinned negro from Chicago. We all have similar backgrounds: poor and the first in their family to go to college. We met during first-year orientation. The entire incoming class can probably recognize Earnell’s outrageous laugh, which rang out boisterously across the auditorium as various speakers told jokes while welcoming us. Numerous heads around the room pivoted angrily in our direction—watching—while Earnell unapologetically waved as if he were the president driving down Pennsylvania Avenue on Inauguration Day.


Earnell’s lively spirit is infectious. Keli has more of a brooding nature, similar to mine, but Earnell is always positive, upbeat, and outgoing despite the many obstacles in front of us. If you didn’t know him well you might never be able to tell that he comes from such impoverished and bleak conditions. Keli, Earnell, and I were all-stars in high school but are struggling to catch up here at Dartmouth. Earnell and I were both valedictorians and Keli was third in her class, which Earnell relentlessly teases her about. “We can’t all be number one,” he says, after out-arguing her over something unimportant.


Our high school ranks don’t matter here, however. Now all of our classes are “introductory preparation” courses, which is just a fancy term for remedial. We are competing against students who come from schools with unlimited resources. Catching up is not easy. I’m taking Introductory Calculus, Comprehensive Literature (Comp Lit), Sociology, and American Government as well as a History of Film class.


“I call them the dream team,” Earnell says about the roster of tutors and study groups he uses. “Helping negroes advance since America decided nothing will ever be truly just and equal. I’m not ashamed in the least and you shouldn’t be either. The system that failed us created this situation. Do you really think we’d be behind if we had grown up next door to Becky and Ken?” Earnell shakes his head in disapproval. “I think you should call Baker Tower Jim Crow instead of Matthew McConaughey. It’s a better fit,” he says. Earnell’s focus on race is next level. He is deeply suspicious of white people after having grown up in a racist town in the South and he lets it be known now that he’s in the “free North.”


“And another thing,” Earnell continues, “I really think you should liberate yourself from the toxic myth of minority exceptionalism. We are only an endangered species, as you say, because of extraordinary oppression. Not because there aren’t literally thousands of people just like us out there in the trenches unable to excel due to systematic obstacles. Sorry to break it to you, but you ain’t that special, dear, and you shouldn’t turn away from all the resources at our disposal here. It’s foolish.”


Earnell doesn’t want to see me fail, so he is always hard on me. He and Keli are less stubborn about asking for help. Maybe they don’t have a Mr. Walsh they are trying to prove wrong. Maybe their egos aren’t easily bruised like mine. I don’t know why, but they see our predicaments much differently than me. I’m too embarrassed to get a tutor, but Earnell and Keli have completely thrown the lid off the “do it yourself” mentality that got us here, while my pride keeps me suffering in isolation.


“Earnell’s a straight-up fool,” Keli says, “but he’s right. This shit is not a game. I’m headed to meet my tutor now. Tryin’ to get these grades locked down. We’re not in Compton anymore. You can’t soar here without their help.”


“But you’re from Chicago,” Earnell interjects. “And we’re”—pointing dramatically to him and me—“not from Cali either so do better with your idioms. Again, we can’t all be—”


“Shut up, fool,” Keli responds. “You know what I meant. I gotta run. I’ll catch y’all on the flipside.” Keli sprints off, leaving me to reconsider my entire approach since I’m definitely not soaring in Matthew McConaughey’s paradise.


“Don’t look now,” Earnell says, suddenly stiffening and blocking me with his body, “but that Christian white boy you like is walking this way. Alert, alert. Nazarene is approaching.” The good thing about a small campus is that if you stand in the middle long enough, you’ll run into everyone you know. My body freezes as Bryson Parker, a junior I met during orientation week, walks toward us. Bryce, which is what everyone calls him, is a tall, soft-spoken, curly-haired white boy with the jawline of a superhero. He’s so good-looking, I can barely meet his eyes for more than a few seconds. He’s devoutly Christian, regularly attending the Servants for Jesus prayer group, and he also participates in some of the diversity programs the college offers. “Sooner or later, he’s going to figure out you’re actually a pagan and leave you by the side of the road with the rest of us sinners,” Earnell whispers into my ear just as Bryce joins us.


“Do you know when it was built?” Bryce asks, referring to Matthew. Earnell rolls his eyes and I respond, “No clue.”


Bryce smiles with the radiance of a thousand suns. “Me neither. I just know it was before 1928 since that’s when it opened. Pretty cool, huh?”


“What’s cool about that?” Earnell snarks.


“This is my friend Earnell,” I say, before he has a chance to further interrogate Bryce.


“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Bryce says enthusiastically while extending his hand.


“Super rad to finally meet you.” Earnell stares at Bryce’s hand for several seconds until I smack him on the shoulder. He reluctantly reaches his arm forward and simply responds “hmph” while sizing him up and awkwardly shaking his hand.


“So this is—”


“The guy that does diversity stuff,” I say, cutting off Earnell before he has a chance to do more damage.


“Hmph,” Earnell says again, unimpressed. “Can you explain to me your interest in helping negroes and other people of color? Now that’s something I’m very curious about.” I choke on my potato chips. Bryce chokes on air.


“I know,” Earnell continues woefully, “the tension is thick when the descendants of slaves and slave owners have difficult conversations in liberal bastions of freedom such as this.” He spins around like Mary Poppins. “Well, guess I better get going. Don’t want to be late for class.”


Bryce and I watch as Earnell sprints off, leaving us to climb the mountain of discomfort he has erected. Just like Earnell to stir the pot and then book it. I shake my head in shame.


“He—” I start, unable to finish.


“I—” Bryce begins, also unable to find more words.


“Are you going to see the hypnotist tonight?” Bryce asks after several seconds of silence.


“No, I’m not interested in mind games.”


“It’s actually really amazing. And trust me, you won’t ever forget seeing some of your peers doing absolutely ridiculous things. One of my friends, Connor Raskins, got hypnotized our freshman year and will still cluck like a chicken if you clap your hands quickly three times. Hypnotist Jerry has been coming for fifteen years and it’s always an amazing show.”


When I don’t respond, Bryce playfully nudges me with his elbow. His gentle touch, however slight, awakens something in me and now I’m the one smiling with the radiance of a thousand suns.


“OK,” I reply finally. “I’ll go. What time are you getting there?”


“’Round seven,” he says. “Cool. It’s a date.”














CHAPTER TWO


But it’s not actually a date. Bryce shows up with three friends, two men and one woman. All white. I can’t believe I’m stuck with him and three of his descendent-from-slave-owner (probably) friends. I find it interesting that Bryce participates in so many diversity initiatives, but I only ever see him with other white people in settings outside of the program. I want to ask him about it, but I don’t want to embarrass him like Earnell did earlier. It’s a bit strange and hypocritical, but otherwise Bryce is perfect.


“Hi, I’m Connor,” one of Bryce’s friends says, stepping forward to introduce himself. “I run a lot of the first-year hiking trips. Bryce’s told me a little about you. Nice to finally put a face to the name. I actually think you might be on one of my upcoming trips. Unless there’s another first-year named Echo. That’d be hilarious,” he says while laughing to himself.


I channel Earnell for a brief moment: “Why would that be funny?”


Before he has a chance to answer, one of Bryce’s other friends suddenly claps three times and Connor starts clucking like a chicken.


“Damnit, Brad!” Connor exclaims angrily. “Cut it out!” Connor turns to me and says, “That’s why I’m here. To get Hypnotist Jerry to reverse this. I was on a trip last year when he came, but I’m gonna corner him and force him to un-hypnotize me.”


“And I’m gonna convince him not to,” Brad says while playfully rubbing the top of Connor’s head with his fists. Connor wiggles away while shouting, “I told you to stop doing that, man. My scalp is super fragile since part of my skull is inverted. And you know that. This isn’t kindergarten.”


“It isn’t?” Brad snarks dismissively before clapping again, which prompts Connor to start clucking once more. “Damnit, dude!” Connor yells before charging Brad, who is buckled over in laughter. They wrestle until Bryce pulls them apart.


These are not the kind of friends I imagined Bryce would have. Connor is a tall, lanky, brown-haired boy with such a goofy demeanor, it’s hard to take anything he says seriously. Brad is a beefy blond jock who looks like he eats protein bars for breakfast and chugs beer in dingy frat basements on the weekends. I wonder if Bryce’s third friend is his girlfriend.


“Hi, I’m Jess,” she says softly when introducing herself. “Don’t mind them. They’re always like that.” She’s also blond and wears glasses. When we finally walk into the venue, she playfully pats Bryce on the back, as if he belongs to her. Maybe he does. I sink at the thought of it, sulking as I search for a seat.


“What’s wrong?” Bryce asks. “You seem down all of a sudden. I know my friends are a bit much, but they’re really good people. Do you want anything? A snack or something to drink?” Bryce’s compassion lifts my malaise. I want to lose myself in his stunning light green eyes. I’ve never met someone as nice as him. A kiss is what I want to say, but I just smile and shake my head no. He rubs my back softly, like Jess did earlier, and I wonder if white people just walk around gently patting each other on the back. If that’s a thing they all do? No one ever touched me on the back in Cleveland and I definitely don’t do that with my friends here, most of whom are Black. It’s a mystery I’ll have to unravel later.


The lights dim and a hush crawls over the audience. A man in a white lab coat walks onto the stage. I guess this must be Hypnotist Jerry.


“For centuries, we have been trying to understand the human mind,” he begins speaking. “Tonight, you will witness its marvels. Remember, no one can hypnotize you if you reject it. Hypnotization is really about surrendering. So decide now if you are ready to let go.” He flings his arms dramatically above his head as he says this and looks out into the audience without speaking for at least a minute. A long, drawn-out, awkward minute. People begin to shift nervously in their seats under the weight of his intimidating stares. I remain perfectly calm, however, as I’m starting to get used to white people and their watching. I smirk knowingly while everyone else shutters.


Hypnotist Jerry starts randomly pointing to people in the crowd and beckons them to the stage. He scans the audience with his finger, peering intensely beneath his furrowed brow, before stopping on an unsuspecting victim and motioning for them to join him. I am surprised at how willing everyone has been so far, bouncing up out of their chairs and running eagerly in his direction. Maybe he has already started his hypnotizing, I think to myself.


“I need one more participant,” he says. “A special someone.” I settle comfortably in my seat, determined for it not to be me. I watch his finger slowly move toward us and I grow uneasy. His arm continues its journey across the auditorium, landing decisively in the middle of my forehead. Connor juts in front of me, wildly raising his hand trying to get Hypnotist Jerry’s attention, but he adjusts his finger so it is on me again. I move my head to the left and right several times, which doesn’t stop Hypnotist Jerry from following me. He doesn’t speak. He just points and stares.


“It’s you,” Bryce whispers in my ear. “You’re the one he wants. He won’t give up. Just go up there. Promise it will be fun.”


I begrudgingly drag myself up to the stage. Once we are all standing next to Hypnotist Jerry, he begins speaking to the audience as if we aren’t there.


“Who you are is evident in everything you do. The way you walk and talk. How you respond to life’s challenges. Few of us know how to access the treasures buried inside. We are strangers unto ourselves, blind to the truth of what we came here to do. What a shame.” He shakes his head in disappointment. “Tonight is about digging deep… Let us begin, then.”


Hypnotist Jerry turns his attention back to us, the scapegoats he has volunteered to be hypnotized in front of a live audience. “One of you used to love to dance. You imitated performers you saw on TV, especially Selena. She was your favorite. You were always moving until your eighth-grade dance teacher said you lacked grace and that ‘no company would hire you.’ She couldn’t see what I see. When I snap my fingers, you will show us your seven-year-old dance routine. They,” he says, pointing to the audience, “shall call you the Dancer, honoring your true purpose.”


The audience begins to clap and chant, “Dancer! Dancer!” Hypnotist Jerry snaps and Gina, the short, dark-haired Latina woman standing next to me, begins dancing innocently like a child. Her movements are simple, sweet, and slightly uncoordinated, like she’s just learning what it’s like to have a body. “Yes,” Hypnotist Jerry growls, “that’s it. Dance for us! Remember why you came.” Gina’s dancing matures right before our eyes. Her choreography becomes sharper and more complex, until it looks like she has been dancing professionally all her life. She spins, pirouettes, and even lands a backflip. Everyone in the room erupts into applause. I am stunned. Gina takes a bow as Hypnotist Jerry moves on to the next person, whom I pray is not me.


“One of you,” he continues, “wants to find a buried treasure. You’ve gone several times to Carson City, Nevada, with your uncle to search for missing gold. You dreamed of being an archaeologist until your father told you to pursue a ‘real’ career. Look down in front of you, Billy. History awaits. Your rightful path unfolds before you! Dig for your life and they shall call you the Explorer!”


The audience claps and shouts, “Ex-plo-rer!” as Billy, who is standing the closest to Hypnotist Jerry, begins feverishly digging through a box of sand in front of him. “I think I got something. Look!” he shouts. “Holy shit! Ancient bones… and… and… gold. So much gold!” Billy lifts the sand with closed fists, afraid to drop his precious booty.


“Now don’t be greedy, Billy. Share your gold!” Billy begins picking actual gold coins from the sandbox and throwing them into the audience. I am astonished. This can’t be happening. I want to run over and claw away as much of the gold as I can for myself, but I manage to stay calm in front of all these spectators. A million thoughts begin running through my head: How much is gold worth? Where can you sell it? How much is in there? Will there be some left when we finish? Frustration at missing out on all that treasure grows as I watch the audience scramble to grab the coins Billy is throwing. I stare at them with envy until I notice people peeling away gold wrappers, revealing chocolate underneath. I breathe a sigh of greedy relief.


Hypnotist Jerry snaps his fingers and Billy stops digging. He stands, baffled, and looks out at the crowd, while everyone claps and eats chocolate in glee.


“The greatest show on Earth,” Jerry proclaims while flinging his arms above his head again to receive the applause ringing around the room. He makes a sweeping motion with his hands and everyone stops clapping at the same time, as if on cue. I am terrified that I will be next and try to will my body to walk off the stage, but my legs won’t move. I try to scream instead, to beg Bryce and his friends to come rescue me, but my mouth won’t open. What kind of sorcery is this? I wonder fearfully to myself. And what is he going to do to me?


“Next,” the showman continues. “We have the one who wanted to leave the planet altogether and investigate outer space, but decided on law instead to make Mommy and Daddy happy. You’re not a lawyer!” Hypnotist Jerry yells with impassioned, performative rage. “You’re the astronaut! Charles, are you ready for liftoff?” Charles shakes his head enthusiastically. “Well then, strap in, sonny boy!”


Hypnotist Jerry pretends to be talking on a walkie-talkie. “Saturn V AS-506, this is Apollo 11 and we’re ready for launch. Here we go… three, two, one. Blastoff!” Charles braces himself as if he’s on an actual space shuttle. He grips imaginary straps while shaking from side to side as the audience cheers, “As-tro-naut!”


“Whoa!” he says after several seconds. “It’s beautiful up here.”


“That’s right,” Hypnotist Jerry responds. He turns to the audience with fake curiosity and asks, “Is someone approaching? Is someone coming?” Jerry’s back is toward me, Charles, and the other participants. He directs his energy into the side audience, even though he is talking to Charles.


“They’re almost here!” Charles cries out in astonishment. “They’re coming for you!” I am shocked as Charles points at me, but I still can’t get my body to move. “They will help you defeat Darth and his army of wicked creatures.”


“Who?!” Hypnotist Jerry demands. “Who’s coming?!”


“The Keepers.” As soon as Charles says this, he collapses onto the stage. Billy and Gina follow suit and everyone in the audience freezes. Their bodies are stiff, but the sound of their cheers and clapping somehow continues to echo. The cloud of noise rises like mist over a bay while the spectators remain unmoving in their seats as some unseen presence laughs maniacally. I am confused and disoriented. I can’t make sense of it.


“Do you know who you are?” Hypnotist Jerry asks from his still-turned position. I can’t see his face or mouth, but his words land on me like smart missiles programmed to find their target. “Do you know what they will call you?” he continues, whipping his head in my direction. He hurries across the stage, stopping right in front of me. His eyes are moving, spinning counterclockwise. They are portals to another dimension. I am transfixed. I feel as if I am being swallowed by a force much bigger than me. A deep peace descends and I stop trying to understand. I accept the power he has over me.


“They will call you,” he whispers in a barely audible voice before shouting into the auditorium of unmoving people, “the Chosen One!”


The cloud of sound shatters and the audience of frozen people erupts, jumping up in delight. Gina, Charles, and Billy return to their feet. Hypnotist Jerry stands with his arms extended at his sides, receiving the raucous applause. He blows kisses. He theatrically places his hand over his heart and says, “No, you’re too kind.” The audience is relentless in their praise.


“Cho-sen One!” they chant as the lights finally dim, bringing the thrilling, unbelievable performance to a close.














CHAPTER THREE


Another portal—iridescent and mesmerizing—appears in my dorm room the night of the show. It spins counterclockwise on the wall next to my desk, just like Hypnotist Jerry’s eyes. I stand in front of it staring for an hour—maybe longer—until a faint image begins to materialize: me, throwing up on a dinner table while everyone watches in shock. Red wine that looks like blood runs down the sides of the table. Bright flashes light up the sky outside the windows.


I don’t know what it means. I squint my eyes, trying to see more clearly, but when I hear my roommate’s keys jingling outside the door, I quickly hang my mother’s Jesus, which she gave to me before I left home, over the portal and try to look normal. When I realize it’s my neighbor going into the room next door, I exhale with relief. I grab Manda Panda’s Polaroid camera from the bottom of her closet and snap a picture of the portal. After the picture develops, only the blank wall appears. How is this happening? I take another picture. Still no portal, but this time I see the word “He.” Not on the wall, but in the fibers of the picture, as if someone took their finger and smeared the ink.


“This is nuts,” I say out loud to no one. “Is this some hypnotic poltergeist?” I take more pictures. Four additional words emerge before the camera begins shooting blanks again. I arrange and rearrange the pictures until a coherent sentence is formed: “He Rises, Brace for Impact.” I’m trying to figure out what it means when I hear Manda Panda’s keys, for real this time. I quickly return her camera, toss the pictures in my drawer, and hang my mother’s Jesus back over the portal. I shriek when the door swings open, hitting the wall. Manda Panda comes prancing in, as usual, like the whole world is her stage. I, on the other hand, tiptoe everywhere like an uninvited houseguest.


“What are you doing?” she says. “Why are you standing there awkwardly like Pennywise the clown or something?”


“No reason,” I say unconvincingly, afraid to move and praying the picture of Jesus does not fall off the wall.


“I swear, you’re so stiff, girl,” she says. “You need to learn how to relax. College is meant to be fun. All you do is study and lurk around. Look, I got this bottle of Tanqueray for the weekend.” She smiles wickedly and shakes the alcohol enticingly in front of me. “Snoop Dogg’s ‘Gin and Juice.’ ‘I got my mind on my money and my money on my mind.’ God, he’s so hard-core. A bunch of us are gonna hang out at Trevor’s place on Saturday. You can totally join if you want.” I smile unenthusiastically and watch as she throws a few items in her bookbag before prancing back out of the room. “Smoocha later. K, byeee.” It’s late so I have no idea where she’s going, but she comes and goes so frequently, I’m used to her disappearing.


I stare blankly at the ceiling for several seconds trying to process the night’s events: the frozen people, the disconnecting sound cloud, the demonic laughter, Hypnotist Jerry’s spinning eyes, the Polaroids, and the portal to another dimension oozing out of my wall.


“I don’t know what the heck is going on here,” I say to myself, “but I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”
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Affinity Week—the quintessential first-semester college extravaganza showcasing various clubs, frats, sororities, and shared-interest housing—arrives with a blast of unusually cold arctic air. It’s twenty below the normal fifty-five degrees it should be this time of year. Seniors have noted the strange weather patterns since summer ended. Lightning storms, violent winds, and sideways rain.


“It’s the Gods of White Supremacy punishing the college for admitting the most ‘diverse’ class in the school’s history,” Earnell says sarcastically. “Calm your fury, Zeus. We’ll be gone soon enough,” he purrs, nostalgic for a future that hasn’t happened yet.


Now it’s the last week of September, but already feels like December. The week starts with a bang of controversy. First, the Party for Reparations—a political activist group made up of students from different racial backgrounds that tries to raise awareness about why Black people deserve restitution from the United States government—sponsors a pop-up slave play in the cafeteria. Every single person in Collis Cafe watches in stunned awe as Black students pick cotton balls off the floor while wearing dingy cloth attire and gloomily singing “Wade in the Water,” as several white overseers stand by with long black whips. Actual whips. When one student accidentally drops her basket, spilling her day’s harvest on the floor, one of the white masters walks over and says, “We cain’t have these kind’a mistakes, Carol Ann. You know what comes next. Assume the position!”


The woman begs on her knees, “Please, Massa! I’s sorry! I promise I won’t do it again!” Massa spins Carol Ann around and pretends to whip her as the other “slaves” shriek dramatically in fear. Carol Ann screams with such pain you’d think she was actually being hit. Her cries are deeply disturbing and make me wonder how the ancestors survived it.


After the whipping, Carol Ann gets up and addresses the shocked crowd of onlookers. “What if your ancestors were treated like this for centuries? Would you think they deserved some kind of penance? At least an apology? The United States government should pay for its evil sins.” She returns to her knees, back in scene, and screams at the top of her lungs, “No more, Massa! No more!”


When the play finishes, all of the actors stand and bow to a totally quiet and unmoving audience, which is definitely not a Hypnotist Jerry illusion. We look at each other with wide, blinking eyes as the entire scene disbands. “Welcome to college,” says someone standing next to me who must know I’m a freshman. “One antic after another for four years straight,” he concludes before walking away in disgust.


The slave play is followed by a Mexican-themed frat party where several white people paint their skin brown, wear sombreros, and drink margaritas. Salsa music rings out as drunk people shout random phrases with offensive mock accents, none of which have anything to do with Mexican culture: “Arrivederci!” “Say hello to my little friend!” “Show me the money, Carlos!”


The college administration suspends the frat for several months, barring it from holding any social gatherings at the risk of being permanently closed. The Dartmouth Beacon, the most conservative newspaper on campus, writes a scathing editorial asking why the Party for Reparations, “whose egregious slave play, which was equally shameful and appalling, didn’t receive the same punishment.” The op-ed was published three days ago. College officials are yet to respond. If and when they do, I will be sure to grab a bag of popcorn to watch the Racism Olympics unfold.


I didn’t expect Dartmouth to be so racially charged, but everywhere I turn, there seems to be another hot-button debate or event bubbling to the surface. Affirmative action, which is being contested around the nation, seems to be the most divisive issue of all. I’ve watched people’s eyes bulge with rage, their tongues spewing impassioned, angry arguments for why “anything other than a merit-based system is cruel and unfair.” I wonder if the people now arguing for blind admissions, absent racial considerations, would have wanted the same thing when the government was enacting Jim Crow laws or when it was giving advantages to only white soldiers returning from war in the GI Bill. Did they argue for a merit-based system then? The hypocrisy of it all.


No one is more obstinately against affirmative action than Stephen Clark, whose squirmy face I can barely stand to look at whenever he opens his mouth. Every time he raises his hand in my Introduction to American Government class, I prepare to have my entire existence invalidated. He spews his rage-filled, big-word comments all over the classroom. I pull out my dictionary to keep up as he speaks.


“Affirmative action has made the debate over college admissions litigious, rightfully so, and contentious.” Litigious: suitable to become the subject of a lawsuit.


“Look,” he continues, “let every man and woman stand in the arena on his or her own accord. Those that are truly intelligent, regardless of race, will rise to the top. They always do. I agree that in the past, things were pretty fucked up. Even I can admit that, but we don’t live in the past. We live in the present where a lot of work has been done to balance the scales. Furthermore, you can’t punish mostly white and Asian students for the sins of the past. It’s not fair. I just want everyone to have an equal shot. That’s all.”


The class is silent, but I am exploding inside. Does he really not realize how much unchecked privilege got him to where he is? Not merit. I look around and read the expressions on other students’ faces. Some burn with rage, just like me. Others, like Daniel McCullum, a Black student from Detroit, smile with righteous indignation as if their leader has just silenced the critics. “Might I add,” Daniel chimes in, “that you can’t fix a broken system by creating another broken system. Affirmative action is just as wrong as slavery or segregation in my opinion. Let the test scores speak for themselves.”


Back home, when someone says something that is too outrageous to be taken seriously, you might turn to your equally shocked friend and say, “This nigga.” Which is short for “this nigga has lost his mind.” I want to turn to the Black person next to me and commiserate, but I remember where I am. I never use the N-word, not even in Cleveland, but if ever there were a moment that called for it, it’s now. No shade to people who do use it, because I firmly believe that a person is allowed to reclaim derogatory word missiles that have been aimed at them in the past.


Professor Alexander-Grant, who is usually neutral, offering perspective on both sides of a debate, stands up with an expression on her face I’ve never seen. It’s a mix of anger that she is trying hard not to show, disappointment, and befuddlement, another Comp Lit word. I’m very curious to see how she responds, since she is also white. I expect her to soothe his angst and massage his very wrong opinions, which is a phenomenon I see repeatedly in contentious debates: the rush to alleviate the suffering of white students.


I have watched so many of my professors (all white) do this, which is why I don’t trust any of them. Not only do they placate white students, but I know they can’t see my true potential and don’t really believe in me like Professor Cartwright. I can tell they don’t see a student of promise, but instead a stereotype—another one of the many students of color they’ve known who have dropped out. They can’t imagine what pushes anyone to leave school: not having financial or emotional support from your family, not understanding this white new world with its different social cues and customs, and most importantly, the exhaustion of constantly being underestimated and questioned even though you know you’ve had to work twice as hard to get there. These professors don’t comprehend how much worse everything can be. So I sit back and wait to be disappointed by Professor Alexander-Grant’s response.


“Stephen,” she begins, “your argument is based on two deeply incorrect assumptions. First, that we live in a perfect world absent of influence from past injustices. Let’s start with that one. Do you really think the past does not ripple into the present like a wave across the ocean? Do you believe we exist in a sort of atemporal vacuum? Society is an aggregate”—I quickly consult the dictionary—“of various living realities. The past, the elements that went into making the systems of those societies, are alive today and must be considered in the rendering of equality and justice. This is really a conversation about atonement. We have a problem with not wanting to take responsibility for past grievances in this country. It’s called social amnesia.


“Second, the United States has never operated on merit. It wasn’t merit that yielded white leaders across every professional and political field, it was violence and forced inequality. It was the massacre of Black Wall Street in Tulsa, Oklahoma, a thriving community of Black people who had built up wealth and prosperity amongst themselves despite the barriers. It was ‘Separate but Equal,’ which legalized racial disparity in access and opportunity. It was redlining in urban communities across the nation, systematically denying Black citizens access to resources. The result of those policies and practices granted tremendous privilege to white people. The call ‘for merit,’ in my opinion, is often used to further disenfranchise the disadvantaged by painting a present that conveniently erases key historical elements. It’s inaccurate and unjust. I really hope you come to understand that this is all more nuanced and complex than you are making it out to be.”


I want to applaud. I want to stand up and shout from the mountaintops the rightness of what this woman has said. A white lady professor that actually gets it?! Wait till I tell Earnell and Keli. I close my dictionary in quiet satisfaction. The class is silent. Just breathing bodies with no words. This is why I refuse to get a tutor. I can’t let Stephen, his conservative cronies, and Mr. Walsh win. I deserve to be here and am just as smart as them, even though I’m in remedial classes and have to use a dictionary to decode what is being discussed. They can’t be right. They can’t win again. I have to figure this out on my own to prove that I’m so brilliant, I can catch up from generations behind. To prove that there are some people who can’t be stopped. No matter the injustice.
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I am still brimming with joyful contentment remembering Professor Alexander-Grant’s speech as I make my way to the Servants of Jesus prayer group, which is my last affinity activity of the week. So far, I’ve been to events hosted by the Little Club of Africa, where we wore dashikis and ate traditional African food; the Victorian Tea Club, where we drank tea with our pinkies turned up; the Bitchy Feminist Reading Group, where we discussed works by Nikki Giovanni and Gloria Steinem; and a lunch thrown by Kappa Gamma. I have no interest in joining a sorority, but I went for the free food.


There is so much to eat and drink at Dartmouth. Unlike in Cleveland, there is no struggle for sustenance. A cornucopia of nourishment awaits at every table, café, professor’s house, and dining hall. In fact, there is such an abundance of food, each incoming freshman class gets an all-you-can-eat lobster dinner the second week of the semester. Initially, I was hesitant since I’d never had fancy seafood before. I inspected the red hard shell, poking and prodding at it until Manda Panda showed me how to crack it. I removed the tender white meat and dipped it in the lemon butter sauce. It was love at first bite. What joy. What a delectable delight. It’s the best thing I’ve ever eaten at Dartmouth. I returned so many times, the cafeteria worker remarked disgustedly, “You again,” as she plopped another onto my plate. By the end of the dinner, I was comatose. I laid my head on the table in agony and deep satisfaction. “The Freshman Fifteen is definitely coming for you,” Manda Panda whispered knowingly into my ear. I smiled, not caring. Now, four weeks later, my jeans betray me, bursting at the seams. “Find your ability to stretch,” I implore them jokingly.


I remember the joy of that lobster as I head toward the prayer group to which Bryce has invited me. He has promised fresh-baked cookies, which draw me forward like the Eye of Mordor from Lord of the Rings. “My precious cookies,” I say, imitating Gollum as he pines for the ring. I stop in front of Matthew and tell him where I’m going in case the Christians kidnap me and cut out my beating, pagan heart. “Send help if you don’t hear from me by tomorrow,” I chuckle to myself. “K, byeee, smoocha later,” I say, imitating Manda Panda.


As soon as I arrive, I head straight toward the snack table only to find there are no cookies. Damnit. I am preparing to sit through a two-hour prayer session without any treats when someone emerges from the kitchen carrying a tray of freshly baked peanut butter cookies. I am so happy, I begin clapping proudly until the person carrying the platter stares me down, confused. “Save those claps for Jesus, young lady,” she says haughtily.
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