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For my grandmothers and the three Ds—thank you for finding me.
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Glory be to the girl who goes back for her body.


—Dominique Christina, Star Gazer
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From left to right: Unnamed girl, my great-great-grandfather Colonel W. R. Stuart, my great-great-grandmother Tempy Burton, Elizabeth McCauley Stuart, unnamed girl.
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Tempy’s Family Tree





















AUTHOR’S NOTE
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IN ORDER TO WRITE THIS BOOK, I RELIED ON MY PERSONAL journals, memory, the memory of others, and research. There are no composed or composite characters in this book, but I did sometimes change or omit names and places to protect privacy.















PROLOGUE



A RELATION
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If you are going to look for your enslaved ancestors, you will have to look for the people who enslaved them. Any African American can expect that 19 percent of their ancestors were White men.1 So, the enslavers might also be your relatives. This is a study in contrasts. Shadow. Light. Black. White. Joy. Pain. Victim. Perpetrator. You will find ephemera—editorials, photographs, wedding announcements—and atrocities—lynched uncles, your people as property in someone’s will, deed, or mortgage guarantee. You will also find the living—third cousins once removed, fifth cousins straight up, and descendants of the family that forced your family into slavery. You will meet them on beaches, in dusty archives, in farmhouses, scratching at the past like it is a lotto game and you are strokes away from a million more reasons to believe. For a time, you will cease to believe in or pray to God and instead will pray to your ancestors, the enslaved ones, the women, because they are what you want to be: Mother. Creator. Feminine. Divine. They were raped. They were sold away. They kept on living. Some even thrived. If you are going to look for your enslaved ancestors, you will have to reconsider the word “lucky.”


In 1858, when Colonel W. R. Stuart, a wealthy Louisiana cotton broker, married Elizabeth McCauley, a girl from a long line of North Carolina plantation owners, her family gave the couple a slave named Tempy Burton as a wedding gift. Elizabeth was sickly and couldn’t have children, but Tempy could and did have six of them with her new master, the Colonel. My great-grandmother, Josephine, born a decade after slavery ended, was their youngest child.


On my thirty-eighth birthday, I found their picture on the internet.


It was May 7, 2007, and with those sevens I’d like to tell you that I was feeling lucky. Tempy was in the middle of the photo. Her former masters, Elizabeth and the Colonel, were sitting behind her. On either side of Tempy were two biracial-looking girls. The one on the left was curly haired and creamy skinned, like my dad and my daughters. It was eerie how this century-old photo of my ancestors mirrored the new family I’d created.


Lucky and unlucky number seven.


In seven days, God made the world. In seven plagues God could wipe it out. On the seventh of May, I was born. In my seventh year, I was raped. It’s been said that it takes seven years for every cell in your body to change. In the seven years after finding the family photo, I crisscrossed the country, uncovering the stories of the people in it, and a breach began to mend in me. There is a name for this kind of pilgrimage. The Akan of western Africa call it sankofa. Symbolized by a bird in flight with its head craned backward and an egg in its beak, “sankofa” means to go back and get it, or “it is not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten.”21















CHAPTER 1



BLACK ON THE INSIDE
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Two years before I found the photo of my ancestors, I couldn’t feel my skin. I knew I was there in the shower, but slightly removed, hovering just above myself like a tilde. “Wake up.” I yelled, slapped, and pinched myself, but I felt nothing, not the heat of the water nor the slippery porcelain under my feet.


My therapist called it a dissociative episode.


Dissociation: the disconnection or separation of something from something else or the state of being disconnected. Relation: from the Latin, to carry back, the act of telling or recounting. The person who abused me.


Any host of things could have triggered it. My brother’s deployment the day before to Iraq, raising two girls whose ages combined equaled mine when I was molested, writing about my abuse for the first time. How would I raise my daughters with confidence and teach them to take care of themselves when I couldn’t keep my mind from splintering, when I couldn’t clearly define their enemies? I taught them to beware of stranger danger, but my danger, my betrayer, was in my family. Then there is the ultimate betrayal, of ourselves and our own bodies.


We were snuggled into the crease of my daughter’s sleigh bed, reading Black Is Brown Is Tan, about an interracial family made up of the same parts as ours. The sun dripped in through the slanted wooden shades and made shadows on the peach walls in her bedroom.


“You look just like the girl in the book.” I pointed to the curly hair and brown eyes. The girl’s skin was darker than my five-year-old’s.


“I don’t look like her, Mommy. She’s Black,” my daughter said.


“Well, she’s part Black and so are you.”


“No, I’m not. I’m White. Just look at me.” She held out her arms as proof. Butterscotch skin, thick copper curls. It was easy to see that White was only half the story. Her father, Dennis, is White, with his Irish grandmother’s freckled skin and red hair and his Finnish grandfather’s long limbs and blue eyes. I am Black, cocoa colored like my grandmothers from Oklahoma and Mississippi.


The horror I felt must have registered on my face because she smiled and added, “I know I’m Black on the inside ’cause I was in your belly, Mommy.”


That seemed much worse, like an inverted Oreo. Kids at school always called me “Oreo” because of how I talked, the Duran Duran albums I listened to, the etymology classes I got excited about, all proof to them of White insides.


This wasn’t supposed to happen.


My husband and I moved across the river from Manhattan to Montclair, New Jersey, when Desiree was an infant because, according to Interrace Magazine, this suburb twelve miles west of the city was the best place for interracial families to live. The kids in my daughter’s preschool were different colors, from different cultures and classes. Every day I happily sent her off to its cocoon of otherness.


Then, on our way to preschool one morning, Desiree asked why I call myself Black when—she pointed—I wasn’t black like the SUV idling in the drop-off.


“That’s just how people of our race, of my race, have described themselves, or have been called by other people…” I stammered before she lost interest and started singing along with a Music for Aardvarks CD.


What had kept me clinging to “Black”? Even when people began to follow Jesse Jackson’s lead in adopting “African American,” I gripped tightly onto “Black.” Africa was a massive and varied continent, and my people had been in America for centuries. African might have been my ancestry but Black was my experience. I wanted to define myself. Desiree did too. For both of us this was tricky business.


I was her age when I told my sister that I wanted to be White so the mixed girl up the road and the Asian girl down it would stop calling my hair nappy and saying my skin looked “like doo-doo.” Up to that point, I’d liked my color. And I didn’t give much thought to the varieties of skin tone in my family until a few years after that, when my dad picked me up from a cheerleading squad sleepover and the hostess asked if he was “White or something.” His father, my grandfather, Martin Luther Ford, had pin-straight black hair and was as White as any White man I’d ever seen. Until I was twelve I never questioned why he looked so different from my brothers and sisters and me, the darkest of us all.


That summer, Grandpa visited us in New Jersey for the first time. It might have even been his first time across the Mason-Dixon Line; we usually visited him at his home in a New Orleans project near the French Quarter. Grandpa was in his late seventies by then, legally blind although he insisted he could see, and he spent most days at the senior center while my parents were at work. In the two hours between when the senior center bus dropped him at the end of our driveway and when my mother came home, it was up to me to entertain him and make sure he didn’t burn the house down.


As an almost-teen, I wanted nothing to do with adults, let alone an old man with a slow drawl and bad hearing. Grandpa mostly listened to baseball on the radio and made small talk about the weather. Then one day he came home with a hand-painted macaroni necklace, slipping it over my head as I poured him a glass of iced tea.


“I made a little somethin’ for ya, sugah,” he said.


I pinched the pasta pieces like I was praying the rosary and asked: “Grandpa, are you White?”


He didn’t hesitate. He wasn’t White, he said, but he used to pretend he was to get better-paying jobs when New Orleans was segregated. Grandpa had delivered groceries throughout the city without any of his White customers realizing that a Black man was entering through their front doors and handling their food. At night, he took whatever seat he wanted on the trolley car, something his wife and children could never do.


He was more interested in telling me about how he’d passed for White at the grocery store than how he’d come to have such fair skin. And so I found myself at twelve preparing for my life in journalism with reluctant interviewees, rephrasing the same question over and over in hopes of a different response.


“Do you have any White kin?” I tried. “Why are you so White looking?”


“Well, I didn’t know my grandfather, but Momma said he was a White man called Stuart,” he said. “He owned the plantation that my grandmother worked on.”


That was an interesting way of putting it.


I asked Grandpa outright, “Was your grandmother a slave?”


He didn’t answer me directly. “My momma said those Stuarts were a fighting bunch, but not with the help, only with each other,” he said. “They treated their house people good.”


Grandpa had lived in a house on some of Stuart’s property, and my dad, with his brothers and sister, had been raised there too. The house was big enough that Grandpa rented out rooms to other families to pay the taxes. But eventually they lost the house, Grandpa said, “because of Stuart’s relatives.” I imagined a Scarlett O’Hara–style plantation with big hurricane shutters and a long dirt road that stretched to the Gulf of Mexico like a thirsty tongue.


I didn’t know what he meant about Stuart’s relatives, but I didn’t ask anything more. I didn’t ask what Josephine, Grandpa’s mother, looked like; I didn’t ask if he’d ever met his grandmother or knew her name, or if she and Stuart had other children. The next time I saw my grandfather, three years later, I was concerned more about the braces on my teeth and if a boy would ever like me than about my family history. He was in a nursing home and we could all tell as we filed into the antiseptic room that he wasn’t long for this world.


If he were still alive, he would surely sit my daughter in his lap, stare down at her from behind his Coke-bottle glasses like she ought to know better, and solve the equation of her identity like it was simple math. He would tell her in his Louisiana drawl, “Look here: I’m Black; my momma, Josephine, was Black; and so are you. It doesn’t matter what you look like.”


When I was a kid in the seventies, “Black Is Beautiful” was still a battle cry. An afro pick in the back of a pocket, a Black fist clutching the handle, was a sacred symbol. To call yourself even half White, no matter how you looked, was a sacrilege. Touting your Native American ancestry was suspicious too. It implied that being Black was something to be ashamed of. Even pretending was a no-no: my mom gave me a good yelling once for draping a towel over my head, swinging it back and forth, and asking how she thought I’d look with blonde hair and blue eyes. So when Barack Obama described himself as Black and not biracial while on the campaign trail, I understood. He was not from my daughters’ generation but mine, a time when “one drop of blood” ruled and one had to choose.


Wasn’t choice what I wanted for her? When my daughter told everyone to call her Liam, because she wanted to try on a boy’s name, I happily obliged. When she decided to wear open-toed shoes in the winter, I told her to throw on some socks. But the insistence that she was “a little White girl” dug a hole in me. And yet I knew that what I was asking her to do at five, embrace all of herself, was something that, at almost forty, I had never really done myself.


Like Grandpa, I also passed, but in my own way. I hid behind my husband’s Whiteness. When we first started to look for places to live together, I often sent him alone out of fear that my Black face would diminish our rental options. I hid behind his maleness and quit my first big-time job at a national news outlet soon after we got married to be a full-time wife. I hoped he would be enough of a person for the two of us. Almost always the only Black person in the room, the apartment building, the office, I made myself palatable so as not to offend or scare anyone.


This kind of passing has its limits. It didn’t save me from being confused for my daughter’s nanny by a neighbor who had watched my belly grow for nine months and had seen me riding the elevator in our apartment building for a full year. That neighbor was White, but the Black nannies in Central Park thought I was my daughter’s babysitter too.


“There are too many Blacks,” a young new immigrant from Poland told me when I asked her how she liked the town she’d moved to, not far from ours. We were interviewing her for the job of watching our children. She looked me right in the face when she said it. Then she smiled and told me how cute my kids were. I smiled back at her, because that’s what I’d taught myself to do, wear the mask.1 It’s what I do at every family gathering when I sit down to eat with the person who raped me. It’s what I’m doing right now in not disclosing his name. In my own country, in my own family, I have been an invisible woman.


I put Desiree’s book back on the shelf, tucked her under the covers. Everything was in its place, but the room felt different, transformed into a shotgun-style gateway in which I could see clearly behind and ahead of me. A few months had passed since the dissociative episode, but I was still scared to death that I was going crazy, that I would have to be medicated, that I was damaged goods. The men in my family had gone off to war, but I was the one diagnosed with PTSD. I tried eye movement desensitization and reprocessing therapy. I went to an energy healer, a medium, started going to more twelve-step meetings, started playing capoeira, stopped eating sugar and wheat—anything to keep from going back there. But maybe I needed to go back there.


“To know ourselves as we are,” Alice Walker wrote in In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, “we must know our mothers’ names.”


My acting coach once told our class that to embody a character and bring it to life, “you want to know your lines so well that you can forget them.” Once the lines become second nature, he said, we could be free, fully present in the moment and in the scene. I wanted to know my history that way. I wanted it to anchor and root me, my daughters too, bring me to life, bring us back into our bodies.


To get to this true north, I would head south, to New Orleans, my father’s hometown. But before I could finish planning the trip, Hurricane Katrina hit. So, instead, my family attended a Katrina victim fund-raiser not far from our house in the Watchung Mountains, where we hiked an easy trail to the overlook that was also a 9/11 memorial. There, at the mountain’s edge, the New York City skyline spread out over the American flags lining the memorial wall like a six-year-old’s gap-toothed smile. My daughter doesn’t remember what used to be there, how we drove to that spot to watch the horror unfold, helpless and afraid. She doesn’t know that I still look to those absent icons while navigating some unfamiliar route to orient myself, find my way home. My eye is always drawn to the gap where the Twin Towers used to be, like a tongue to a lost tooth. Empty spaces have shaped me.1
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My grandfather Martin Luther Ford, seated, with his brother Adrian, c. 1910. 





















CHAPTER 2



BORROWING HISTORY
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Eye movement desensitization reprocessing was supposed to change my neural pathways, so I figured it would involve heavy machinery. I imagined something metal and bulky that would be connected to my fingertips or the top of my head, like in A Clockwork Orange.


Trauma alters your brain, pitting it with grooves, my longtime therapist had told me. The earlier in life that you experience trauma, the deeper and trickier the groove. Mine felt like a ditch I kept falling into. EMDR was supposed to fill in the ditch, smooth out the grooves. My therapist had heard good things about this new treatment, but wasn’t trained in it, so I’d sought out a practitioner. The EMDR office was in the basement of a building downtown and it looked pretty much like every other therapist’s office I’d been to since I’d started therapy at nineteen. There was no heavy machinery, no wiring, in this next phase of my recovery—just my memories, the practitioner, and a pencil.


The EMDR practitioner would tell me to think of a traumatic event and then follow the pencil she was holding with my eyes. That’s how we spent the session, not discussing the details of every trauma, the way I did in psychotherapy. I would just bring the event to mind and she would move the pencil while I trailed it with my gaze. We did this with the episode of incest. We did this with my being left alone for hours after a football game in the middle of a cornfield when I was nine, with the murder of my neighbor that same year, with the college rape. We did it with my high school graduation; my abuser was the only person in my family who attended.


The practitioner asked me to rate my discomfort around each recalled incident on a scale from one to ten. Incest? Ten. Abandonment? Ten. Murder? Eight. Rape? Nine. After I followed the pencil, things that had started out at ten dropped down to four or five.


By the end of our session, something had shifted. I felt subtly but sustainably different. It wasn’t a new feeling, though. It was old. It was primal. It was the feeling I had when I was little, lying in the grass, staring at the clouds, or twirling a buttercup between my fingers, kneeling in my first church, our yard. It was that feeling—fresh and awake and full of wonder. “A child wakes up over and over again and notices that she’s living,” Annie Dillard wrote in “To Fashion a Text.” I’d woken up so many times there, in the woods that dotted our neighborhood, the honeysuckle bush at the end of our block where I had my first kiss, and now again. I began observing everything for the sake of observing as opposed to surveying and appraising: the clear late-summer sky; the practitioner’s hair, which matched her eyes and her affect, flat and dull, but it didn’t matter because I was no longer flatlining. No more whiplash, no more bracing, no more clenching, no more driving down a severely potholed road on high alert. EMDR would not inoculate me against new or repeated trauma, but in just a couple of sessions, I could go back there without getting stuck there.


I experienced the ordinariness of myself, the people in my life, my body, and none of it felt under threat (my body) or threatening (the people around me). The heavens didn’t part. I wasn’t struck with unconditional love for my family. I didn’t feel at peace with everyone and everything, but I did feel of a piece. Beginning, middle, end.


Stories are medicine. We tell them to get better. Sometimes, like Scheherazade, we tell them to save our own lives. Trauma disorders memory, fragmenting our stories. As I trailed the pencil, for the first time in a long time, I was integrated.


A FOOT OF SNOW COVERED THE GROUND IN EARLY MAY WHEN my parents brought me home from the hospital. I was born in Maine, the Whitest state in the country, and raised in what abolitionists called the slave state of the North, New Jersey—the only state in the Union that never voted for Lincoln and the last to abolish slavery.


My parents grew up in Oklahoma and Louisiana. Their parents were from Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Mississippi. I’ve been to the farm where my maternal grandfather used to grow soy and cotton and to the little house bounded by red clay where my maternal great-grandmother made fresh buttermilk biscuits in a kitchen so clean you could eat off the floor. (Cozied up under her square Formica table, I sometimes did.)


There was a heft to my maternal line, but my father’s people and their places were harder to grasp, like river reeds. We visited his birthplace on the Gulf Coast of Mississippi only once, the Easter before I turned seven, as the country was celebrating its bicentennial. It was sandy and piney, like our town in rural South Jersey. Dad never told people he was born in Mississippi, just that he was from New Orleans, where he’d gotten his schooling.


Dad had started high school at Gilbert Academy, a multistory stone structure with towers, turrets, and groomed lawns in the bourgeois part of New Orleans, funded by the Methodist Church. He was instructed in violin, introduced to Black fraternities, and poised to join alumni like Andrew Young, Ellis Marsalis, and Margaret Alexander, author of the poem “For My People” and Jubilee, a novel based on the life of her enslaved great-great-grandmother. Then, a year after he enrolled, the academy shut down and the school’s four-acre property was sold to the Catholic archdiocese. My father transferred to the McDonogh High School on Rampart, “a street of hookers, tailors, and pool rooms,” he told me.


During Mardi Gras, one of Dad’s Black classmates lost an eye when he was beaten on the streets of the French Quarter by several White sailors on leave. Skirmishes with White sailors were common, and my father feared he could be next. He dropped out of high school months shy of graduation to join the recently desegregated Air Force. His mother, Lillie Mae, had to sign a waiver for him to enlist since he was only seventeen. As the train that took him to basic training crossed the Mason-Dixon Line, for the first time in his life he was told by the conductor that he could sit wherever he wanted.


That was in the 1950s, as the Korean War was coming to an end. After basic training, my father was stationed in Ramsgate, England. My grandfather, Alonzo Walton, was stationed there too, with his wife and teenage daughter, who would become my mother. Granddaddy Alonzo had been driving oxen, breaking up the dry Arkansas soil, and picking cotton on his family’s farm since he was old enough to tie a basket to his back and strike an ox with a switch—around age six. He joined the military at eighteen “so he didn’t have to be a slave anymore,” my grandmother once told me, and he remained there for forty-six years. All the while, the couple built businesses: a barbecue, a trailer park with a grocery store, and a few small rental properties in New Jersey. One of those properties abutted a church and had three worn gravestones on the front lawn that belonged to Black soldiers who’d fought for the Union in the Civil War.


We lived a few miles from my mom’s parents on a half-paved, half-dirt road on the tip of the Pine Barrens outside of both the Army and the Air Force bases. Dense woods surrounded us on the side and at the back, so that our only immediate neighbor was a neglected house full of men. I was not allowed in that house, or to play with the three boys who lived there, and was told to steer clear of their father. Theirs was the only all-White family on our block. The rest of our neighbors were Black and German, White and Korean, Japanese, Black and Filipino, Puerto Rican, or Black, like us. Our neighborhood was integrated but my family’s story was not.


My fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Sauer, assigned our class the task of drawing the flag of the country our family came from. Old Glory was off limits. We’d all come from somewhere else, she said. When we brought in our homemade flags, signaling our immigrant status, we’d all be the same, on equal footing. That was the idea.


When I asked my dad that night what country in Africa he thought we came from, he let out a heavy, frustrated sigh.


“Between the Indian blood and the slave blood, we’ve been here longer than anybody. Who’s more American than us?” He put his feet up on the coffee table, crossed them with a one-two thud of the ankles. That was that.


I knew about the “Indian” blood: my great-great-grandmother from Oklahoma, on my mom’s side. But what about the slave blood? Which of our ancestors had been slaves? Where in Africa had they come from? Dad was sitting under the leopard skin tacked to the paneled family room wall and I was lying on the monkey rug, an enormous circle of sewn-together black and white pelts. My parents had brought the skins back from Ethiopia. They and my siblings had lived there for three years during the reign of Haile Selassie, before I was born. I asked Dad if he thought we could be from Ethiopia, but he said he doubted it. Ethiopia was in the east, and slaves, he said, were brought in from the western coast.


I read my father’s emotional temperature: silence plus cocked head meant disappointed and annoyed. My body knew that there was something wrong with my teacher’s question. But I couldn’t articulate what exactly, or decide how to respond. I didn’t have the language. I didn’t yet know that this was White supremacy: ask a question that I can’t answer because it doesn’t include me. Even though my father, my mother’s father, and my grandmother’s father had all served this country, we still, as author Isabel Wilkerson has put it, “had to act like immigrants in order to be recognized as citizens.”1


As Dad sliced off squares of Cracker Barrel cheese and popped them into his mouth, I made up our history. I figured that since Dad was from Louisiana and Louisiana had once belonged to France, his fair freckled skin and wavy black curls must be the French blood in him. 


When I colored three red, white, and blue stripes on my paper—a sideways, compressed version of Old Glory—it was the first time I betrayed myself for a grade. It was my first act of state-sanctioned self-splitting, and self-abandonment. Trauma expert Dr. Bessel van der Kolk writes in The Body Keeps the Score, “Dissociation means simultaneously knowing and not knowing.”


“FOR THE CRAMPED BEWILDERED YEARS WE WENT TO SCHOOL to learn”; my inside story rarely matched the one told about me.2


“The Cosby Show is like so unbelievable,” one of my new friends screamed in the high school cafeteria one day. “How many Black people do you know that don’t live in the Hollow?” The Hollow was our suburban equivalent of the projects. We’d moved to northern New Jersey by then so Dad could be closer to his new job in Manhattan. Another friend smiled and gestured at me and the other Black girl at the table, a recent transplant from the Midwest who lived in a mansion in a new, wealthy development.


New friend swiped the air with her hand.


“They don’t count,” she said. “They’re not really Black.” She tried to explain that she meant it in a good way, “because you live in a nice house and you’re really smart.”


What is it about breaking bread that brings out some people’s brutality? In South Jersey, at my friend Margaret’s dinner table, her father had recognized my last name. He used to report to my dad out on McGuire Air Force Base. Then he or his wife or one of her brothers announced that their dog was trained to sic Black people.


There seemed to be only two ways to be Black, desperately and magically, and my family was neither of these.1
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Uncle Henry and me in front of the monkey skins, c. 1975.





















CHAPTER 3



BEATING BACK THE FUTURE
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At college, I learned things I would have liked to have known as a kid. That race was a social construct, not something biological. That the first laws in the country linked slavery to race and decreed that any child born to a Black woman and fathered by a White man was a slave. That America’s economic power was built on the systemic rape of Black women—the original sin of the original sin. 


The only Black teachers I’d ever had, before college, were the two women who taught me how to sew and type. Now, two Black women professors were teaching me about American pluralism, minorities in the media, and Black people’s contributions to literature. I read slave narratives, I read Malcolm X’s autobiography. I was affirmed by Tar Baby and The Color Purple and regularly advised by a man selling incense and Black Power booklets off Columbus Circle to decolonize my mind and not sleep with the White devil.


“Race is just a thing outside of you,” I told my journalism professor in my last semester. “It’s a coat of paint.”


My professor was interviewing me about my relationship with a White classmate for a national women’s magazine. The largest city in the nation had just elected its first Black mayor, Jesse Jackson had visited our university while running for president, and I was in love with a White boy. Meanwhile, New York was imploding. My boyfriend and I had started dating shortly after Yusef Hawkins was killed in Bensonhurst by a group of White men who thought the Black teen was in their neighborhood to visit a White girl. While I was getting my BA in New York: a twenty-three-year-old Black man was killed by a mob of White teens at Howard Beach; five Black and brown boys were wrongfully imprisoned for raping a White woman jogger in Central Park; and six White Saint John’s students were deemed innocent of raping their Black classmate. The title of the forthcoming magazine article was “Love vs. Bigotry.”


After six months of dating, my boyfriend gave me his claddagh ring. I took a train up to Maine for Memorial Day weekend to meet his parents, but they refused to see me. On the long car ride back, he broke the news that his parents would pull the plug on his college funding if we continued to date. “They’re not racist,” he said with tears in his eyes. “They’re Irish Catholics. They know a thing or two about persecution.” I twirled his ring around my finger. Now you see the heart, now you don’t.


My professor asked me about the feasibility of interracial relationships in our current climate, and I brought up my great-great-grandparents. “They made it work in Mississippi after the Civil War. I think we can make it work now,” I said. I had never told another adult about Tempy and the Colonel before. When she asked me to elaborate, I said that my great-great-grandparents had conceived my great-grandmother, Josephine, raised her in the racist South, and had done just fine. I referred to their relationship as a marriage. My professor looked at me from behind her wavy salt-and-pepper bangs with pity. “They couldn’t have been married,” she said. “Interracial marriage was against the law.”
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