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            Author’s Note

         

         More than 200 million Americans carry whiteness around with us all the time. It defines our mothers and our fathers and so many of the people we love. And yet we don’t understand our whiteness at all. Just as our skin is the place where our body intersects with the world, our whiteness is where our experience of the world is shaped by power.

         Because it defines us, we cannot see our own whiteness and how it lies at the root of so many of the seemingly novel problems we’ve witnessed in recent years. And this is why it is so dangerous. Even when we are shocked by the racist demagoguery of Trump or the Nazi flags in Charlottesville, we tell ourselves that it is not about us. And since whiteness is the lens through which we see the world, we believe that lie.

         This book is an attempt to see my own whiteness.

         It might strike people of color strangely, that the force of whiteness remains so obscure to us white people. This lack of self-knowledge is why we have offloaded the labor of thinking about whiteness to Black writers. We lean on them, and it allows us to see whiteness as something external, and so we continue to feel safe in the invisibility of our personal whiteness.

         In the first draft of this book, I tried to do a version of this external story, to outline my whiteness as social history, without really putting my own skin in the game. It felt safe that way, because the idea of “structural racism” protects me from thinking about myself or my family as racist. It is useful, but it can also give us an excuse not to examine our own lives.

         As a reporter I covered the first Tea Party rally, the Baltimore Uprising, the massacre of nine Black churchgoers in Charleston, the Trump regime, the alt-right, and the racist rally at Charlottesville, and I imagined that by investigating these moments and interrogating the totalitarian history of my home state, South Carolina, I could draw an outline of whiteness without involving myself too much. It was an unconscious move—it was how whiteness works.

         My editor noticed the distance immediately. “Write about whiteness from the inside,” she said.

         So, in a fit of furious self-recognition, I wrote this as rawly as I could. I tried to feel my whiteness, assessing its impact on the present, tracing it back to the past, and attempting to figure out how to defuse this bomb for future generations.

         I sought out the gaps between my self-perception and reality because in those lacunae, I might catch my whiteness at work. This account is as honest as I can make it, but the process has taught me how much I cannot see. The task is urgent. History has shown that the problems posed by whiteness will not fade. White fury will get worse as it exacerbates the other problems we’re facing. Whiteness fuels fascism, surveillance capitalism, mass incarceration, ballooning police budgets and shrinking social services, toxic masculinity, the ecological crisis, Trumpism, and countless other catastrophes befalling us.

         The stakes could not be higher. We cannot outsource the effort of dealing with whiteness to those most targeted and harmed by it. We white people must accept that responsibility.

         I have changed the names of many people in this book because accepting responsibility for my whiteness, recognizing it as an obligation, is not about blaming others or proving myself superior or even inferior to anyone else. But I could not change my own name, Baynard Woods, however much I may want to.

         My family held people in bondage for centuries. In 1860, for instance, the Baynards and the Woodses combined held more than seven hundred people in bondage. My name is a Confederate monument, a testament to a totalitarian slavocracy. That is the truth of my family’s past—the source of my identity as white. To change my name would only continue the cover-up that has constituted whiteness for the last 150 years. And so I leave my name here, on the cover of this book, but I cross it out, both marking off that history and acknowledging it. The mark through my name is a reminder of my civil, psychological, and ethical obligation.

         In what follows, I seek to use memory to strip my whiteness of its defenses and see it for what it has always been.

         Baynard Woods

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         I woke up late, Dad yelling at my door.

         “Move it or lose it,” he hollered.

         It was early for me to be out of bed on a summer morning, but my friend Chuck and I were going to ride downtown to skateboard when Dad went to work today, and I’d hit snooze one too many times. Dad was never late for work. I threw on some shorts, a T-shirt, socks, and my smelly Vans skateboard shoes and hurried down the stairs.

         In the kitchen I gulped down a glass of milk, and as it coated my throat with coolness, I stared absently out the window at the woods that extended for miles behind our wooden two-story house in Irmo, South Carolina, a leafy suburb ten miles from the state capital, Columbia. Then I noticed that the thermometer mounted outside the kitchen window read 87 degrees already. It wasn’t even eight o’clock yet. It was going to be hot.

         “Make sure you drink enough,” said Mom, handing me a five-dollar bill and a small plastic bottle of Coca-Cola. “And don’t get hurt. You’ve got to take the SAT this weekend.”

         I ignored her and picked up my skateboard from where it was leaning against the wall, the glittering grip tape refreshingly rough against my fingers.

         “Just think,” she continued. “Next summer you could go to Duke.”

         “Mom,” I groaned. “I told you, I don’t want to go to Duke next summer.”

         “You’ve got to think about your future, Son,” Dad said, walking into the kitchen wearing a blue button-down shirt and a red tie, holding his sport coat on a hanger in his hand. His graying hair was washed and parted to the side, his mustache neatly trimmed beneath his nose.

         I was about to turn thirteen and had no interest in thinking about the future.

         “If you go for this talent scout program,” Mom said, “then you’ll get a scholarship to go there for college and then law school and—”

         “You can get a good job,” I said, mimicking her. That was my parents’ promise, their spiel, their litany, and I’d heard it over and over again all my life: work hard, go to a good college, get a good job, and you will live happily ever after.

         It was a seemingly democratic pledge, the idea that anyone can succeed with a little sweat. But everything that surrounded that promise already made it ring hollow. For them, it was about going to the good schools, which meant living in the good neighborhoods, which meant wearing the right clothes and having the right friends and playing the right sports. And being the right race.

         “We can talk more about this later,” Dad said. “We’ve got to go. I have a meeting and can’t be late.”

         Dad identified so deeply with the insurance company where he worked that, until that year, I’d thought Seibels Bruce was something akin to God. Sometimes, when I’d thank him for a toy he’d brought me back from a business trip, he’d say, “Thank Seibels.”

         I grabbed my Coke and tucked my skateboard under my arm, happy for the chance to spend one of the final days of summer skateboarding downtown, where the terrain was far more interesting than in our leafy subdivision.

         When we got into his company car, which was square and boxy and looked like a police car, Dad turned the radio to his favorite station for his morning commute. The morning DJ was the father of one of my old friends, David, from elementary school.

         “Have you seen David lately?” Dad asked.

         “Not this summer,” I said.

         If a kid didn’t skateboard, I was not interested in hanging out with him. I had been a chubby, clumsy loser throughout my life, and now that I was a skateboarder, I felt cool and confident for the first time.

         Skateboarding was an unlikely passion for me. At least one doctor in a series of specialists had described me as “retarded” when I couldn’t use scissors or skip in kindergarten. My parents had sent me to a special school that summer.

         “You’re so smart, you’re going to college,” my mom had said, describing this remedial program. She wasn’t technically lying, since the program was located on the university campus, but one look around and even I knew that the other kids in the program were not there because they were geniuses. We were the kids who couldn’t learn to tie our shoes.

         I’d hated it, and I couldn’t believe they expected me to want to go to another summer program at a university. “But it’s Duke,” Mom would plead, as if that was supposed to impress me. Hell no, I thought as we pulled out of the garage. I’m going to be skating.

         Just hearing David’s dad on the radio brought back memories I wanted to put behind me.

         In addition to going to the special school, the doctors said I should play as many sports as possible to develop coordination since I was so awkward and clumsy. Instead, I’d developed a thick skin as the worst player on any team. The kids made fun of me, and I had to decide that I would not care, or I would have perished under the mockery. But Dad’s disappointment was different. He tried his hardest, but he couldn’t quite manage to hide that look of pity in his eyes.

         Dad loved sports and he could see that I did not, even though I attempted to fake it because I loved being with him, sitting with him at college football and basketball games or at NASCAR races, which I liked better than the other sporting events. When I first got on a skateboard, all of that changed. I felt a sense of competence for the first time in my life. I felt freedom and passion while moving through the air, and it changed my body, transforming it from a soft mass of undefined boy-flesh into the rangy, wiry body of an adolescent athlete. And my parents just kind of looked on in awe—and fear. As an insurance claims adjuster, Dad had seen numerous cases involving gruesome skateboard injuries.

         Dad pulled out of the long driveway lined with tall, prickly bushes, and we drove two blocks through our subdivision, Murraywood, most of whose houses sat, like ours, up on a hill on either side of the valley where a creek ran along beside the road, before pulling up in front of my friend Chuck’s single-story house at the end of a cul-de-sac. Dad gave a quick toot on his horn, and a moment later Chuck fluttered out his door like a gangly bird and approached the car, his skateboard under his arm, his ripped Chuck Taylor tennis shoes flopping on his feet.

         “He needs some new shoes,” Dad said.

         “So do I,” I said, trying to show him the hole in the side of my duct-taped sneaker as Chuck opened the door.

         “What’s up, dude?” I said as he got in.

         “Nothing much.”

         “Hi, Chuck,” Dad said.

         “Hi, Mr. Woods,” Chuck replied through the long bangs hanging out of his baseball cap with an upturned bill and the circled A, symbolizing anarchy, scrawled over the stitches on its green underside. Dad looked in the rearview to make sure Chuck hooked his seat belt.

         For a few hopeful minutes, as we passed from our subdivision into the commercial area with its gas stations, video rental places, and pizza joints, we listened to the radio in silence. Then Dad had a question.

         “Your father works for John Deere, right?” he asked Chuck, catching his eye in the rearview.

         “Yessir,” Chuck said. His family had just moved to town from West Virginia when the company transferred his dad a year earlier.

         “That’s great. That’s a good, solid company. That’s what you’ve got to do. Find somebody solid, somebody that you can trust. For me, nothing is so certain as Seibels Bruce,” he said. “They have been around since the eighteen hundreds and will be around hundreds of years more. We’re about to buy one of the biggest international insurance companies in the South. A homegrown business from right here in Columbia. Yessir, God, taxes, and Seibels.”

         “Come on, Dad,” I said, groaning. “This isn’t a commercial.”

         “And Xerox,” Dad added. “Our neighbor, George Scoff, he’s been with them for years. And John Deere. Great company.”

         I turned around in my seat and looked at Chuck and rolled my eyes. But as embarrassing as Dad was, I still liked him better than most of my friends’ fathers, including Chuck’s, who seemed to me often cold, distant, and imperious.

         An illuminated bank sign said it was already 90 degrees. Chuck and I were going to be out in it, skateboarding around downtown Columbia all day while Dad was at work. And even though I was soaking up the AC before plunging into the intensity of the heat, I couldn’t wait to get out of the car.

         We pulled off the interstate onto Huger Street and we were downtown, the buildings made of dirty red brick and speckled gray granite the color of a stormy sky. We cruised past a mural depicting George Rogers, a USC football player who’d won the Heisman Trophy and led Dad’s beloved Gamecocks to their most successful season in modern memory several years earlier.

         “I hope that getting out of New Orleans will help straighten him up,” Dad said.

         Then he looked in the rearview.

         “You probably don’t know who that is, do you?” he asked Chuck, pointing out the window at the giant, smiling brown face of number 38 painted on the passing wall.

         I’d gone with Dad to games during that 1980 season when Rogers ran hundreds and hundreds of yards, and I’d gotten swept up in the general excitement of the cheering crowds, even though I didn’t care about the sport. But that had been almost six years earlier, and this was just embarrassing now, listening to Dad tell Chuck all about Rogers’s glorious run as a Gamecock.

         “After the Heisman, he was the first-round draft pick and went to the New Orleans Saints, where he led the league in rushing—until he was implicated in a cocaine sting,” Dad said. “He just got traded to Washington. But through it all, he still has his house here, over in Cold Spring.”

         Neither Chuck nor I said anything. I was cringing. Dad’s earlier adulation and current condemnation of this man struck me as strange, out of whack somehow, and it was embarrassing.

         We were silent again, and the radio DJ said that we might get a big thunderstorm that afternoon.

         When we’d made the deal to come downtown with him, Dad had said he had meetings and we couldn’t come to his office, so we had to be sure we wanted to be out all day.

         “And Phyllis is on vacation, so she can’t help you either,” he’d said of his long-time secretary.

         But now he was relenting.

         “Call me if it gets too bad,” he said.

         “We’ll hide in a parking garage,” I said. “No problem.”

         The statehouse dome loomed up ahead. The traffic was backed up as everyone streamed into the center of the city, cars sputtering along beside each other as pedestrians dodged back and forth at crosswalks at a density so different from that of my subdivision, where packs of kids were the only ones who walked down the street.

         I turned in my seat.

         “I’m gonna pull a boneless off those steps today,” I said to Chuck, pointing out the window and deflecting the conversation away from Dad with our private skateboard argot.

         “Me too,” Chuck said.

         We drifted into daydreams about the tricks we might try on our skateboards until we rolled up in front of Seibels Bruce.

         “See that?” Dad said as we pulled into a parking space marked “Vice President.” “I started at the very bottom. If you work hard, you can do anything.”

         Dad turned off the car, and Chuck and I scampered out. Dad opened the back door behind him and pulled the sport coat down from where it was hanging and put it on as if it were a piece of shining armor. He quickly ran his fingers through his mustache, ensuring there were no odd breakfast crumbs hanging on to one of the coarse salt-and-pepper hairs. I hated that mustache. He looked like a cop. And because of skateboarding, I had started to hate cops.

         “I’ll see you boys back here at five,” he said. “Don’t be late.”

         “Can I have five bucks for lunch?” I asked.

         “Didn’t your mom give you five?”

         “No,” I lied.

         He took out his wallet. A car pulled into the lot.

         “Thanks,” I said, and stuffed the bill into the pocket of my shorts. Then I jumped on my skateboard and rode off.

         Gliding down the sidewalk, I looked up for just a second at the strange, angular shape of the building that housed Dad’s office. I’d been to his office plenty—but I had no idea what he did up there all day.

         When he had been an adjuster, I’d understood. He’d take me around with him sometimes, and we’d look at wrecked cars, or he’d sit in body shops talking to guys about parts in rooms that smelled like grease while I lolled on an old car seat serving as a couch and watched a fan lazily blowing flypaper, or I’d gaze out the window at the mountains of crashed cars and retired yellow school buses. Once, when I was in third grade, he’d taken me to Montreal, where we’d picked up a stolen-and-recovered 1976 Corvette Stingray with T-tops and driven it back down to SC.

         But now I had no idea what his job was, no clue what a vice president did all day in the office, but it seemed like school to me, where he just did busywork and memos, and with the summer ending, that was the last thing I wanted to think about. Outside on my skateboard, cutting between the people passing by on the way to work, popping the tail of my board and flying off the side of the curb and into the street, the rumble of the polyurethane wheels beneath my feet, reinventing the architecture, repurposing the curbs for fun as the wind blew my long blond bangs back away from my face—this was the life for me.

         There were so many places to skate downtown—the trick was not getting kicked out. The university was the best spot, especially in the summer, when it was mostly deserted. But we also liked to climb to the tops of parking garages and bomb down them as fast as we could, cooled by the shady breeze against our faces, dodging the security guards when we got to the bottom.

         Occasionally we would try the statehouse because we thought the multiple flights of granite stairs, the stone benches, and the plinths of statues were perfect props for our four-wheeled antics. But we always knew we would be chased away after a trick or two.

         Mom would bring me to the state capitol when I was little to watch the squirrels and play in the grass, and every year or so my class would go on a field trip. A couple of years earlier, when I was in the fourth or fifth grade, we had gone on a class trip to the state capitol and all waited in a big line to shake hands with Senator Strom Thurmond, who sat aged and brittle, his eyes barely open and drool hanging from the right side of his crusty lip beneath the state scepter. He held out his frail and ancient hand to us, and we each shook it. “He is a great man,” our teacher told us.

         As the afternoon wore on and Chuck and I exhausted the university spots, we found ourselves there once again at the historic capitol building. I skated by the hulking stone edifice and looked up to see the bronze stars that marked where Yankee cannonballs had bombarded the dome roof, and I noted the statue of George Washington standing in front of the colossal stairs holding a broken cane, which Mom had told me had been smashed by Yankees who hated freedom so much that they’d stoned the statue of the father of our country. “Sherman’s men weren’t content to burn the city,” she said of the Union attack on the birthplace of secession. “But then they had to go and attack the statue of George Washington.”

         I popped an ollie, sending my board up into the air with my feet still on it, and came down on an acorn. My wheels stopped. I flew forward down onto the hot concrete. My palms burned; twigs and pine straw stuck to my sweaty chest and face. I heard Chuck say something and looked up to see his heel, level with my face, pushing away as his wheels whirred across the rough concrete.

         I turned and saw cops running for me in gray uniforms. I climbed up from the pavement and threw down my board so that it was rolling and jumped on it. As far as we knew, these cops had jurisdiction only on the statehouse grounds, and so, I surmised, once I made it down these steps and onto the sidewalk, I should be safe. And what were they really going to do if they caught us, anyway?

         One of the cops got close for a second, his gun belt bouncing against his leg as he tried to run and yell at the same time, but soon enough he stopped, bent over and coughing. I jumped down the steps as the rebel flag flapped above my head.

         “Fuck you, man, I’m having fun,” Chuck cried from ahead of me, almost across the street.

         “Fascist pigs!” I yelled as I rode away.

         After the chase, we needed some AC. We made our way to the Burger King that served as our home base when we skated downtown. It was close to everything, food was cheap, and the parking lot had an embankment we liked to ride. I ordered a Whopper. We sat at one of the booths and gulped down ice water from the waxy cups.

         I took a bite of my burger.

         “These things taste good,” I said. “But they smell like BO.”

         “Dude, that’s sick. Why would you eat it, then?” Chuck asked, chewing on a chicken strip.

         “Because once you take a bite you don’t smell it anymore,” I said, shoving the ketchup-slathered buns into my mouth. “And it tastes good.”

         A police car passed outside the window, reminding us of our escapade at the statehouse.

         “Stupid cops,” I said, swallowing. “They’re just like the Yankees who attacked the city. They’re just trying to take our fucking freedom.”

         “What?” Chuck said.

         “I mean, all we’re doing is expressing ourselves. Being free. Having fun. And then they come running and tell us what we can’t do,” I said. “They don’t even have the right to fly a rebel flag. We’re the rebels and they chase us away.”

         “I don’t think that’s why the Union Army came down here,” said Chuck.

         When I was growing up, it was clear to me that everyone in Columbia walked around with this tragic sense that we lived in a conquered city, a city that had been burned. All the white people, at least. The ones who weren’t Yankee transplants. And we all were simultaneously sad, angry, and aggrieved. And it all felt justified. Even for a man like Dad, who believed in the system, or the American dream, more than anything, there was a sense that something was irrevocably lost, something in the universe deeply askew. In my house, both Christ and the South would rise again.

         “Sure it was,” I said. I’d always been proud that my great-grandfather had fought in the Civil War and had been wounded at Gettysburg. That was my dad’s grandfather, only three generations back, and there was a sense of veneration around the Confederate dead.

         “Dude, the Civil War was about freeing the slaves,” Chuck said.

         “I mean, not really,” I said. “It’s called the rebel flag and not the slave flag. That was just one of the things, but really it was about rebellion. Think of the Duke boys in the General Lee. It had the flag on it, and they were running from cops and jumping over stuff just like us.”

         Chuck laughed.

         “We’re just some good ol’ boys,” I sang from the show’s theme song, making sure I mocked the twang of the singer, Waylon Jennings, who had once been my favorite.

         “West Virginia broke off from Virginia because the poor mountain men up there didn’t want to fight for the slave owners down here,” Chuck said. “Or at least that’s what we learned in school.”

         I was pretty sure that a lot of people in my family had been slave owners. My grandmother had always told me that the slaves had been happy. I didn’t have any reason to question her. When I was small, she’d lived in an ancient house with her hundred-year-old mother, and I assumed she knew the past better than I.

         “I mean, it’s not like I love that flag or ‘Dixie’ or anything,” I said in a quick deflection. “I was just saying. It’s a funny coincidence.”

         “What’s funny is how our different schools teach different things,” he said.

         Here in Columbia, they taught us the Civil War had been about Southern independence, and at Chuck’s old school in West Virginia, they’d taught him it had been about slavery. It was just evidence to us of how ridiculous our teachers and education system were.

         “Yeah,” I said.

         “It’s like nobody really knows anything,” he said.

         “No shit,” I said. “That’s so true. Nobody knows nothing. Not for real.”

         We sat there a minute in sweaty reflection. I looked at my watch.

         “I know one thing,” I said, crumpling up the ketchup-smeared paper that had been wrapped around my Whopper. “We have another two hours to skate before we meet my dad.”

         “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s get.”

         We walked out of the restaurant and back into the blinding concrete heat of the city. But it felt as if our wheels had sunk into the overheated asphalt, and our movements were slow and dragging for the rest of the afternoon.

         When I saw Dad walking out of his office at the end of the day, stripped of the buffer between work and home that his commute must have normally provided, he looked even worse than we did.

         He had always been pudgy—his brothers sometimes called him Porky—but now that he was thirty-eight, Dad’s belly was beginning to balloon so that at the end of the day his dark-blue coat looked like an overstuffed trash bag that had ripped up the middle as he carried it out the door.

         The other afternoon commuters seemed as weary and beaten down as Dad did, horns honking around us in a mad call and response before the mass of cars lurched slowly forward, their exhaust making the thick evening heat even more unbearable. The air felt like blue balls. Pedestrians now dragged their wilting bodies down molten sidewalks. We stopped at a red light. The news played softly on the radio. The light turned green. A horn honked. A Black man in a loose-fitting, short-sleeved button-down ambled slowly in front of us.

         “Damn bear,” Dad sighed with slow frustration. “Can’t you read the damn signs?”

         I glanced nervously between Dad beside me and the rearview mirror, where Chuck appeared smaller underneath all his sweat, the way a dog does when it gets wet.

         I was embarrassed by what Dad had said because it sounded so country and dumb. Bear was one of many idiosyncratic turns of phrase he had picked up from his father, who, like Dad and his five brothers, had grown up in the small town of Manning, about an hour and a half southeast of Columbia. I loved barbecue from Manning, but other than that, I didn’t want anything to do with it. But that hick town was crystallized, along with everything else that embarrassed me about Dad, in the word bear as it filled the air-conditioned car while we waited to drive through the intersection.

         The word didn’t bother me just because it was country. I knew it was somehow wrong. I didn’t know how or why really, but it was a word he only used derisively and only of Black people.

         Our suburban subdivision was almost entirely white, but downtown, Black and white people shared the same space, passing on sidewalks on the way to work or to college. I remembered once, when we were in the car on our way to Capri’s Italian Restaurant, when Dad had referred to a “group of bears” who were standing at a bus stop downtown.

         “John,” Mom had protested, slapping him on the shoulder with a soft, not-quite-playful hand.

         “You remember when we were kids,” Dad replied. “It said ‘Colored’ above the doors. And ‘Negro.’ And some people said worse.”

         “Only rednecks talked like that,” she said.

         “I know. That’s why my daddy said ‘bear,’” Dad said, laughing. “It was polite in those days. Most of his customers at the furniture store were Black, and he didn’t say it to them. He never said it until we got back into the car after making the rounds to collect the weekly payment on the furniture they’d buy on credit.”

         “Well, don’t you teach it to our boys,” she said. “It’s low class and redneck.”

         Such exchanges always left me uncomfortable, feeling ill prepared, as if there was some big secret they were not letting me in on. A secret that involved my family. A secret that involved me. Dad reveled in the exploits of Black football players like George Rogers, but he also described Black people as bears, animals.

         Those thoughts rushed through my brain as I glanced nervously back and forth between Dad, Chuck’s reflection, and the Black man walking across the crosswalk, a slight pep in his slow step, despite the withering heat.

         I started to say something to Dad, planning to approximate Mom’s mannered rebuke, but I wasn’t sure if Chuck had heard what Dad said at all. And if he hadn’t, and I made a point of it, then I would just be drawing his attention to it, and I would have to explain it. And not only would I have to explain it, I’d have to explain it in front of Dad. I couldn’t even imagine where to begin. I didn’t know what white and Black were supposed to mean to us or how they fit with the gray and the blue in the Civil War that Chuck and I had talked about earlier.

         Looking back, at that moment, unsure about how to act, I felt my whiteness materializing as a problem in the same way my sweat dried on my skin, giving me chills. I became aware of my own skin, aware that it wasn’t just skin. It had meaning attached to it, meaning that went beyond me.

         In the course of my daily life, whiteness was invisible to me. It was there, but it didn’t carry any meaning. It was noise, not signal. We were just people, the Woods family. Of course, this Woods family happened to be white, but that was incidental. Other people, Black people, were marked by their race. But not us. We just were. As a result, whiteness was taboo, not to be spoken of.

         But in moments like this, I felt as if I were bumping into it, like feeling something against your leg in a dark ocean and hoping it’s a porpoise and not a great white shark.

         I said nothing and turned away and stared out the window.

         When the man finally reached the sidewalk, Dad drove forward, calmly. A Chevy Nova sped up to try to get around us, coughing exhaust into the air.

         “Turkey,” Dad muttered at the driver. That was not a race thing. Turkey was what he called people who drove too fast. “Slow down, turkey!” he’d yell from behind the lawn mower when someone sped down our street.

         The tension created by bear had passed with turkey, and as Dad finally pulled the car off the highway and back into our mostly white suburb, I returned to the primal state of whiteness I had mostly occupied since my birth, a blissful unawareness.

         For most of my life, whiteness was the freedom not to notice my race.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         I continued to get glimpses of the ways my whiteness worked when we moved out of our insular, suburban neighborhood. It started when Dad’s company, Seibels Bruce, acquired a firm in Winston-Salem and decided to transfer him there.

         “It’s an important promotion,” Mom said.

         “It will be good for the family,” Dad said.

         “OK,” my brother Christopher said.

         “Cool,” I said.

         I had been trying to reinvent myself, and a change of cities could give me a fresh start.

         But then something happened.

         When Christopher and I walked into the room, sweaty from skating, Mom and Dad were both sitting on the couch a little too close and a little too stiffly, as if they’d been waiting for us. Something was up.

         “We need to talk to you boys,” Mom said, sitting there, her face ashen, her eyes red.

         We sat down. I could hear a woodpecker pounding on a tree outside the glass door.

         “Your daddy quit his job,” she said, casting a bitter look toward him.

         “What?” Christopher and I said in unison. This made no sense. How could he quit Seibels Bruce? It was like Mom announcing that she had become a Buddhist.

         “Well, you remember my friend Bob died a couple weeks ago,” Dad said.

         Christopher and I looked at each other. We did not remember that. We paid little attention to the parts of our parents’ world that didn’t affect us.

         “He was my boss too,” Dad said. “And after he died, they made some decisions that were just going in a different direction than me.”

         Mom looked at him sharply.

         “A direction I didn’t agree with,” he added.

         “What does that mean?” my brother asked.

         “We won’t be going to Winston-Salem,” Dad said.

         “Are we staying here?” I asked.

         “We already sold the house,” Mom said, grimly.

         I looked around the room. There were two small rocking chairs, one red and one black, sitting up against the wall. They had been too small for us for years, but Mom had never been able to bear putting them away. We’d moved into that house when I was three, and as I looked at those chairs I realized that most of the things I remembered about my life had happened while I lived here, next to the Scoff family, in this two-story, four-bedroom house with a playroom downstairs, set back on a hill in the woods. I had been ready to leave, but seeing Mom’s face quivering, I suddenly felt all that would be lost.

         I didn’t understand how Dad could do this, how he could quit his job. But I was surprised to find that I was also proud of him. It was the first time I’d ever actually seen a grown-up, one who wasn’t on TV or in a movie, take charge of their life and use the freedom Americans are supposed to be so damn proud of. And I thought it offered hope for my own future.

         When my older cousin Michael lived with us after his parents, my uncle Bully and his wife, Pat, got divorced, he had gone to see the punk band the Clash at the Carolina Coliseum and come home with a shirt that read, “It’s more vital to have freedom than a job.” I was in the fourth grade and the slogan puzzled me. It was the exact opposite of everything Dad believed in and pushed on me. And now Dad, who worshipped Seibels, seemed to embrace that idea as he quit his job because he didn’t agree with what the company was doing. If Dad was going punk rock, the world was full of possibilities.

         Mom didn’t share this surging sense of potential—at all. The day we moved out of the house, most of our stuff already in storage, she could not stop wailing. She talked about hell a lot in the family devotions and Bible study sessions she led us through in the evenings, but I had never understood the phrase gnashing of teeth until that day. It is a horrible thing to see your mother gnashing her teeth. We had nowhere to live and were going to move in with my aunt and my cousin for the summer, and she could not bring herself to leave the house this final time.

         “We’re homeless,” Mom sobbed as Dad walked out the door from the kitchen into the garage in front of her. “Homeless!”

         The evening light looked eerie leaking in the window of the empty kitchen, as if the house were haunted. Then I realized that we were the ones who were haunting it, and I was ready to just get out and get on with it. But we were standing behind Mom, and we couldn’t leave until she did.

         She grabbed ahold of the doorframe, refusing to take her final step out of that door.

         “Now, come on, Moth,” Dad said, his Lowcountry accent shortening her name, Martha, to that of an insect.

         Christopher looked at me, and then we both averted our eyes, awkwardly standing there in our long board shorts, not knowing what to do. We had never seen our parents shaken like this. I mean, Mom was tough. At this very door, she had stood down three juvenile delinquents who had escaped from jail and come to our house looking for a gun. I’d let them into the house when they asked to use the phone, and she had cornered them with a baseball bat until the cops got there. And now she was weeping and gnashing her teeth and refusing to take that first final step.

         She tilted her head back so that her perm was like a mane and her mouth was aimed at heaven and screamed again. The curdled sound echoed through the empty house, coming back to me from the other side of our home. My brother gazed up at me, wondering what we should do. But she just kept screaming, her long thin fingers grabbing the doorframe, and we couldn’t do anything.

         “Mom,” I offered, my voice low and hesitant.

         “I won’t leave, damn it,” she sobbed. “I won’t go. I won’t, this is not right. We raised the boys here. All our memories are here. I won’t leave, you can’t make me.”

         That’s when Dad slapped her. It was the kind of slap men give women in the movies to calm them down. It was the only time I’d ever seen him hit her, and, as in the movies, it worked. She quit crying and let go of the doorjamb.

         She turned and looked at me and Christopher huddled together, attempting to hide our eyes from this shameful spectacle. Her bottom lip stuck out and quivered. She blinked rapidly, swatting away tears. She bit her lip, trying to gain control. She dug her nails into her palms as if she was about to fight, and then she turned and silently walked into the garage.

         We followed behind her and climbed into the back of the van, which held the last of our belongings. The van, with its plush burgundy-and-gray interior with a bench seat in the back and captain’s chairs in the center, had been designed for tailgating at college football games and wasn’t outfitted as a moving van, our most used belongings cluttering the space, propped up at odd angles, so that I had to sit with one foot atop a box. But now that Dad didn’t have a company car—for the first time in many years—he’d had to permanently borrow the van from his father-in-law, my grandfather Summey. For the first time since he was fourteen, Dad didn’t have a car.

         He backed out of the garage and tipped over the box that was under my foot as he drove down our long driveway for the last time. I straightened the box. Then I looked out the window and caught a glimpse of the creek across the street reflecting the sky in silver slivers as it trickled through the rustling bamboo and fragrant honeysuckle. We drove past the Scoffs’ house and then by Chuck’s and finally out of our neighborhood, which was no longer our neighborhood. But we weren’t going far. We would be sleeping at the house that Gaile, Mom’s sister, lived in with her son Eric, who was three years younger than I, about a mile and a half away, in a slightly less prosperous suburb.

         Eric was an only child and his father was an asshole and Gaile had divorced him years earlier and she didn’t drive, so we always went everywhere together: vacation, doctors’ appointments, whatever. They were pretty much our immediate family anyway, long before we lived with them.

         The house was full of adults—Gaile and her boyfriend, Jim, and both of my parents—but I hardly remember seeing them that summer. We lived off ham sandwiches and cereal and delivered pizza, and our parents paid little attention to us. We would fall asleep watching music videos on the couch or the living room floor most nights. It was a lot better than some dumb Duke program, which had been all but forgotten in the chaos, even though I had done well enough on the SAT to get in.

         We kids spent a lot of time riding our skateboards down to the Pantry, a convenience store about a mile away, to buy sodas and candy. It was closer if we cut through the parking lot of an apartment complex across the main road and climbed a clay hill up through some small scrub pines poking out of the red dirt.

         One humid evening we were heading back home a little late, the sugar of SweeTarts and gobstoppers already coursing through our veins and staining our mouths. We clomped down the hill, lazily kicking clods of red clay with our Vans. Music and the smell of grilling meat came from the parking lot.

         As we cleared the trees and hit the asphalt, we noticed that there were small groups of people standing around or sitting on front steps, sipping on beers or sodas and talking. Then I noticed that everyone was Black except us. We’d driven through Black neighborhoods before, but this was the first time that I was in the minority in the flesh, and it felt uncomfortable. I felt as if people were looking at us. I felt vulnerable. And I was painfully aware of my white skin in a way I had not been before.

         I started walking a little faster while trying to look more relaxed. Even though no one had ever really talked to me about racism, I knew it would look bad to be afraid of Black people, as if I was scared of them because they were Black, and so I did a chill, but fast, stroll.

         “Hey, lemme see that board,” one kid a little older than me said, walking quickly up beside me. He had a crisp white T-shirt and just a little bit of mustache growing above his lip.

         “Nah,” I said quietly. I looked around and saw that people were looking at us. A couple of other boys were walking our way. I threw my board down onto the sticky slow pavement and jumped on it. My brother and cousin did the same.

         “Come on, give it here,” the first guy said.

         I used my back foot to push my board as hard as I could.

         “Come on and give it to me,” he said, swiping lazily at my cousin as we pushed faster.

         “You better run,” he yelled, half-heartedly coming after us, shoes slapping the pavement behind me.

         As we roared ahead of him on our skateboards, the apartment buildings and brown faces a blur in our rattling polyurethane speed, a green translucent glimmer soared past my head. A plastic bottle thudded and bounced and skittered across the asphalt beside me. Then there was a rock.

         “Fuck you white boys,” an older woman, sitting on her steps near the exit of the parking lot, yelled at us, as the Michael Jackson song “Billie Jean” came from the radio on her stoop.

         When we hit the edge of the parking lot and I paused to make sure the traffic was clear before trying to jet across the street, the guy who had been chasing us was just walking, laughing at us with a couple of friends who had joined him. He waved his hand dismissively. The woman with the radio was scowling, looking at me like a teacher about to get up and come whup my ass. We dashed across the busy street to the safety of Eric’s largely white neighborhood.

         “What the hell?” Eric said, out of breath, his board up under his arm, sweat staining his light-blue shirt.

         I was the oldest, and they looked to me for answers about the world. But I didn’t know what to tell them. I didn’t understand why the people had chased us. I mean, the kids, sure. That was what kids did. Jocks and preps tried to fight us all the time. But the older lady stunned me. She had used white boy as an insult and she’d had fury in her voice.

         “I don’t know,” I said.

         “Remember how worried our moms got when Black kids started coming to Columbia Mall?” Chris asked.

         I remembered. When our white moms saw crowds of Black kids hanging around the arcade where they left us while they shopped, it had been a full-on panic until, after Mom and other white shoppers complained, the police started to patrol the mall more regularly and Mom felt that order had been restored.

         “Yeah,” I said.

         “Maybe it’s like that,” he said.

         “Yeah,” I said. “You’re probably right. Maybe they thought we were looking to rob or vandalize them.”

         “But we weren’t,” Eric said. 

         We kept walking along, holding our boards, kicking pebbles, and sipping sodas. Again, I had the feeling that there was something about race that our families and teachers were hiding from us. We knew there was an obvious difference between white and Black people, but we didn’t understand the meaning that was attached to that difference. But this encounter showed me there was something about whiteness and Blackness that had nothing to do with skin color at all. At that time I felt it was more like chess and the colors told us where we could go.

         “I guess there are white places and Black places,” I said, and as I spoke the words, I knew that of course that was true. I had always known that. But I had never known that I knew it until right then.

         Only by being in this different environment had I gotten a glimpse at the code that had been governing my life. Whiteness goes beyond our skin, beyond our bodies. It occupies space, including some people and excluding others.

         I hadn’t noticed this before because I was raised in an environment created by exclusion, one where I didn’t have to see Black people seeing me. Black kids went to my school, but because they were in the minority, I never had to consider how I might appear to them. But finding myself in a majority-Black space, I could see myself as white more clearly than I ever had. I could see that my whiteness meant something to the Black people in the parking lot that it did not mean to me. Whiteness had created boundaries so close around me that I perceived them as my own skin.

         I’d like to say I was the kind of kid who went home and asked my parents about it, asked them about race and segregation, but I was not. Still, we had learned a lesson about the way race worked that day—we had learned that we should not cut through those apartments, and we avoided them for the rest of the summer.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         “Your Mom’s coming home tonight, so don’t stay at the mall too late,” Dad said just before Christopher and I dashed out of the apartment on an autumn afternoon whose bright-blue sky and crisp, refreshing air felt full of possibilities.

         “OK,” I said, my mood dampening a bit as I closed the door, walked down the steps, and jumped on my board to ride to the mall at the bottom of the parking lot. Things had been a lot more lax—and easy—since Mom had started working in Greenville, about two hours away.

         Dad hadn’t been able to find a job, so Mom had to work. Her father had said he needed help in the carpet store he owned. So she’d left us and moved back home and started working about a month earlier, after the end of our summer at Gaile’s, when I started the eighth grade and Dad and Christopher and I moved into the two-bedroom apartment that Dad’s oldest brother, Uncle Bully, had bought when he went through his divorce.

         This shuffling around to stay with different family members—from Mom’s sister to Dad’s brother while Mom moved to her parents’—felt surprisingly natural for us, because other family members had always stayed with us when there was a divorce or some other exigent situation.

         But it was stunning to see how much my parents both transformed after Dad quit his job. Before I was born, Mom had worked as a chemical plant inspector, but she gave up the job when she got pregnant and, for the entirety of my life, she had not worked outside the home—except in capacities related to me and my younger brother. She volunteered at school and had worked on a committee to draft the governor’s education plan, but she saw those things as part of her role as a homemaker. I had seen her virtually every single day of my life, and now we saw each other only on the weekends—and not every weekend.

         On the other hand, for most of my life, if Dad was home, he had been either coming from or going to work. Now he woke up and cooked us breakfast. Then he drove us to school and picked us up in the afternoon and dropped us off at an old drainage ditch, where we’d skateboard, and then picked us up again when it was dark. Occasionally he’d go meet a friend for beers at a place he called Leo’s Chicken Lips. Other than that, I had no idea what he did all day, when we were at school, but it seemed as if he rarely left the apartment.

         Mom was already there when Christopher and I walked in that evening. We could smell the pizza and had started toward the small kitchen counter where it sat steaming when we noticed Mom and Dad, once again sitting too close to one another on the couch.

         “We’re going to move in with Nanny and Summey,” Mom said, using the names we called her parents. “But don’t worry, we’re going to use Uncle Jimmy’s address to make sure that you go to the best school.”

         “I don’t want to go to the best school,” I said, sitting on the couch. “I don’t want to move. We just moved. I want to stay right here. I’m in love. I have friends. You’re ruining my life.”

         “Your Daddy can’t get a job here,” Mom said, looking at Dad with a judgment as fierce as what she promised would come at the End of Days.

         “It doesn’t make sense for us to all live apart like this,” Dad said.

         I pushed past Mom and Dad on the couch and walked past the pizza and into the bedroom I shared with my brother and slammed the door. I did not want them to see my tears.

         I switched on the college radio station. A punk rock song was playing. I didn’t know what band it was, but I liked how aggressive it felt, and I turned up the volume loud enough that it would annoy my parents. I knew I needed to call my girlfriend, Katie, but I didn’t know what to say. She was older and cooler than me, and I was already afraid of losing her all the time.

         I’d met Katie when I was skating alone at the mall by our apartment on Friday night at the end of the first week of school. I was trying to learn to ollie up onto a ledge when she walked up to me. I’d been trying to pull the trick for two hours, riding up to the wall again and again, popping my board up and turning it forty-five degrees in the hopes of landing with my axles on the ledge of a planter that was about a foot high. I almost pulled it, but then my axles slipped off the concrete and I fell. When I looked up, there she was, standing over me, her hair cut short in the back and on the sides, but long in front like mine. She had rings all the way up the cartilage of her ear, bangles and a Swatch watch on her wrist, ripped-up jeans that showed her pale thigh, and combat boots on her feet.

         “You’re the new boy, Bay,” she said.

         I nodded, stunned to be recognized by a girl. She even knew my name.

         “We’re going to see Rocky Horror at midnight,” she said, gesturing toward the movie theater marquee. “You need to come with us.”

         “I’d have to ask my dad. But I just live in those apartments there,” I said, pointing toward the fence I cut through to get from the apartment complex to the mall next door, which had a movie theater, a record store, and an arcade. It was also, as I was discovering, where kids hung out on Friday nights.

         “Let’s go,” she said. She and her three friends walked with me up to the apartment. When I opened the door, Dad and Christopher were sitting on the couch watching TV.

         “Hi, I’m Katie,” she said. “Bay’s our friend. Can he come to the midnight movie with us?”

         “Please,” the other three girls said in unison, as if in a chorus.

         Dad looked at them, stunned.

         “Be home by two,” he said as we walked out the door. “Like Jenks said, nothing good ever happens after two.”

         “Who’s Jinx?” Katie said.

         “He’s my granddad,” I said. “Except I never knew him. But my dad is always quoting dumb sayings of his.”

         After the movie, she gave me her Swatch watch. And then, following a dramatic couple weeks of late-night phone calls and call-in requests to the college radio station to dedicate songs to each other, she was my girlfriend. But she also hung around with older punk rock guys, and I was sure that if I moved away, we would break up.

         I felt ripped in two and utterly uprooted. I was also confused. What was happening to Dad? I thought he had quit his job. But it seemed there was no plan. This was all fucked up and chaotic. And if he was quitting jobs, didn’t that mean the whole deal, the “work hard and get a good job you can keep forever” deal, was no longer valid? Why were we lying about our goddamn address? The world was insane. Or at least my parents were. And I still couldn’t separate the wider world from my family.

         Over Thanksgiving break, on a cold and rainy night just after I turned fourteen, we loaded up the Gamecocks van again, and Dad drove to Katie’s, where I said a tearful goodbye in her driveway. She put a peace symbol ring on my pinkie and kissed me on the mouth in the glare of the headlights.

         Two hours later, Nanny and Summey welcomed us into the fluorescent light of their kitchen. Nanny came up, pale and thin with her beauty-shop hair and a mauve outfit, and kissed both of my cheeks. Summey was standing there in boxer shorts and a white T-shirt, a New York Yankees cap covering his bald crown, a white foam spit cup in his hand.

         We called him by his last name because when I was no more than knee high he had told me that if I ever called him anything like Grandpa or Pop Pop, he would kill me.

         “Close the goddamn door,” he said as Dad struggled with our cumbersome luggage. “It’s cold.”

         Then he winked at me.

         I carried my stuff down into Summey’s finished basement, where I would live in what was essentially my own apartment, while my parents and my brother took the two extra upstairs bedrooms. At the bottom of the stairs, I entered the living room, furnished with bright-red carpet that my brother and I used to pretend was lava. I wished I could jump over this whole part of my life like lava as I walked through the room, past a piano on one wall and an electric organ on the other, toward the two bedrooms at the back of the basement.

         I stuck my head in the room on the left, its carpet the color of lime sherbet. It had been the room my crib was in when we’d lived in that basement right after I was born. It smelled like mildew, and the curtains were white and lacy. I did not want to sleep in there. Moving here was bad enough, but I didn’t need to be reminded of my infancy every goddamn night.

         I walked into the other room and dropped my book bag onto the blue carpet covering the floor. The room was furnished with antiques—an old telephone on the wall, a Victrola on the dresser, and a giant wardrobe with a mirror on the door, all in an ancient shimmery dark wood that seemed to have soaked up centuries. On the dresser I spotted one of the foam heads Summey used to store his toupees when he wasn’t wearing them.

         I stood soaking in the spooky antique vibe of the room and looked around. The bed, up against the wall, was both bigger and higher up than any bed I’d ever slept in before—queen size at least and a foot higher than my bed at the apartment. That was one good thing. Since we’d moved out of our old house, where I’d had my own room, I’d spent far too much time in the bathroom jerking off while others banged on the door hoping to get in. Now I’d finally get some goddamn privacy.

         There was a second door on the far wall of the room, one that had always been a source of wonderment for us as kids. I opened it. I smelled the mothballs and the dust and the mildew and the old clock oil. I turned on the fluorescent light, which hummed hectically overhead and then illuminated a cabinet of wonders with a staticky, woolen light.

         Summey was a serial obsessive, a serious collector of ephemera, who spent weekends at flea markets, jockey lots, and auctions collecting Coke bottles, commemorative whiskey bottles, baseball cards, gold coins, and antique clocks in turn, and this big storage room, which ran the length of the basement, was piled high with endless examples of each. There must have been a hundred old clocks hanging there above me, all in various states of disrepair, their pieces scattered around the room in old cigar boxes, none of them telling time.

         I walked back into my new bedroom and looked at the antique record player and remembered being fascinated by it as a kid. It had been fourteen years since I had lived in this basement as a baby, and yet everybody still treated me like a child. I had no say in the direction my life would take, and my parents moved me around based on their whims, as when they’d decided to move here but then lied about our address so we could go to a different school because someone had told my mother it was better.

         “A little thing like that can determine everything about your future,” Mom had said.

         I punched the foam head. It bounced off the dresser and hit the corner of the room and tumbled down in front of the TV. It felt good. I picked the head up and tossed it in the air and punched at it again, but I missed and it fell on the floor. I needed to hook up my record player, but I was too tired and sad. I turned the TV on. It was only a little longer until David Letterman came on, and I had come to rely on his sarcastic sense of humor in forming my own. I fell asleep on the floor sometime after the opening monologue.

         It was cold and rainy the next morning, and I did not want to go to school. I came up the stairs into the kitchen and saw Mom there with a new perm, wearing her work clothes, and ready to go.

         “Come on,” she said.

         “We can’t go to school,” I said.

         “Yeah, it’s raining so hard. Let’s just wait until tomorrow,” Christopher said.

         “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity,” I pleaded. “Since we aren’t officially in the school yet, the absences won’t even count against us. We could just come back after Christmas break.”

         Mom was usually incapable of resisting an argument, but for once, no matter how I angled, she refused to offer a retort. Her answer was firm.

         “You are going to school, so get in the damned car right now,” she said.

         Christopher climbed in the front and I sat in the back, sullen, staring out the window, missing my old life at the apartment. Mom drove down the winding mountain road from Summey’s house, past the carpet store, which was at the end of a shopping center beside a barbecue place, and then through a bunch of new suburbs that were outside the city limits on the east side.

         Whether at Christmas break or during summer vacation, we’d spent weeks at a time at Nanny and Summey’s house all my life, and when they went to work, usually we’d go with them and either play on rolls of carpet in the basement or hide under big metal racks holding displays of carpet samples and listen in as Summey held court with a colorful cast of characters who gathered at the store to talk sports, gamble, gossip, and tell jokes. I knew that part of Greenville well, the world of my grandparents. But as we drove east, toward Northwood Middle School, through suburbs filled with newer houses, I had no idea where I was or if I had ever been in this part of the city before. But I knew, even before Mom pulled up in front of the squat brick building with a covered walkway and two big blue doors, that I would hate it here.

         On that first day, when it was finally time for lunch, the teacher told us to line up.

         “What’s going on?” I whispered to another kid.

         “Lunch,” he said.

         “I know, but—”

         “Who is talking?” said the teacher, who had fiery red hair, drawn-on eyebrows, and a long green dress. “Remember, there will be no talking at lunch until the end of this term.”

         No talking at lunch? Fuck this. At my old schools, when the bell rang, we just wandered to the cafeteria or the outdoor courtyard and conversed with anyone else who had the same lunch period. But here we had to walk in line like elementary schoolers and sit silently with our class.

         I almost started to cry as we marched down the long, narrow, prison-blue hall in single file, the hushed sound of rain outside matching the sad streaks of water making diamonds on the windowpanes, but I knew that would only make everything worse. I hated the smell of the school. I couldn’t name it, but it smelled like lonely institutionalized sadness. It smelled like plastic death. I was lonesome and forlorn, stuck in my own skin, watching the world as if from the inside of a nightmare.

         We went down the line where lunch ladies slopped food on our trays, and when I sat down and scanned the room, I noticed that the kids at this third school looked just like the ones who had gone to my first middle school, with their Jordache jeans and polo shirts and cologne and feathered hair and gold chains and sports jerseys—and they were almost all white.

         I was starting to associate white with uptight, the way Dad had been before he quit his job. Cop car, cop mustache. Everything but the badge. That was white. And that was what all these kids were shooting for. To live lives like their parents. I wanted something different. I was naive enough to think I could opt out somehow.

         The next day, I wore a T-shirt for the punk band the Circle Jerks, which had a picture of a man pissing on a pile of records and the words “A Golden Shower of Hits.” A teacher noticed it at lunch. She sent me to the office, and they made me button up the flannel that had covered the shirt when I left home and warned me never to wear it again.

         A few days later, I got kicked out of class for talking back. While I waited for the teacher in the hall, I stuck a safety pin through my ear. When she walked out, blood was running down the side of my face and dripping onto the faux wood finish of the desk attached to the chair I was sitting in at the end of a long hall lined with gray lockers.

         But I was learning. I could see the way the world worked a little more clearly. There were rules, but there were all kinds of ways for certain people to cheat—and cheating was part of the system. And, according to Mom and Dad, how you cheated could change your life, make you a success.

         It was somehow all about where you were in relation to other people. In moving from a woodsy, affluent suburb to a less affluent suburb to an apartment off the highway to the old part of a city—and being a skateboarder who was constantly looking for new terrain—I was seeing even more clearly how where we are can determine who we are. And it pissed me off. Just by lying about my address, Mom could not make me be the person she wanted me to be. So I might have been sitting there secretly reading an F. Scott Fitzgerald story in the English class textbook that I was bleeding on, but I was never going to let them see that. I was going to show them the safety-pin piercing and the Circle Jerks and the blood.

         I felt as if I was being suckered into a conspiracy, and I wanted out. But I had no idea how deep it even reached or how to buck against it. It was a desperate feeling, but if I gave up, I knew I would sink into a lie.

         After the doctors told Mom I was “retarded” they had done dozens of IQ and aptitude tests and come back with a different, equally damning diagnosis. They told her I was supposed to be some kind of “genius.” Of course I wasn’t. I did very well on tests that had been created to cater to the cultural knowledge that a middle-class white kid would be expected to have but did little to measure my ability to succeed in a classroom, which was abysmal, especially in math.

         A whole math class could go by, and I would awaken to realize I had been lost in a daydream the entire time and had not heard the assignment. Then I’d walk out without asking. Mom tried everything. She made me write down my homework and get it signed by teachers. She forced me to sit at the dining room table for three hours every day after school and do my homework. I would just sit there, a problem half finished so I could pretend to work when she approached, and daydream the rest of the time away. As a result, I’d been partially grounded since the fourth grade, and Mom and I spent the better part of our time together arguing.

         However badly I did on my report cards, Mom kept pushing to pretend that I was good at school. When I was in sixth grade, she bullied the guidance counselor into letting me into the academically gifted program—which I flunked out of after one semester. When I was in the seventh grade, she did my science report for me and arranged for me to take the SAT for the Duke University Talent Identification Program, which I was still glad I hadn’t attended, and now she’d determined which school I would go to by telling a lie rather than following the rules set up to make such things fair.

         Whiteness was part of America’s conspiratorial agreement on what mattered and what counted as success, including the color of our skin. In all these decisions that were supposed to determine my future, the skin color of the people I would be around mattered to my parents, although racial criteria were never directly mentioned. Still, whiteness influenced where we lived, how we dressed, and everything else about our lives, insisting that we do each of these things in accord with its silent dictates just as surely as if they had been encoded above the doors of the public bathrooms where we pissed and the restaurants where we ate.
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