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The names alive are like the names in graves.



—Terrance Hayes


I know forever’s a mighty long time, so where should we begin?


—Big K.R.I.T.















OXFORD



Well amen, well goddamn, Mississippi is all arrivals—Mississippi is all beginnings.


The first time I arrive in Oxford, Mississippi, it’s mid-July and swelter jewels the kudzu with frenzied summer rains. This is the Zero Country, I think, as the kudzu swirls over itself like waves of water. This is the Zero Country. This place that is home to some and strange to me. This is the Zero Country, Mississippi, and I am about to take my first step into my new life by chasing down one that ended decades before I was born. I am looking for a particular plantation, but, it barely registers, at the start, that Oxford is riddled with plantation-style houses, American palaces with window stacked upon window, every column bone-bright in the dark.


There are plantations everywhere, and they are never the plantation I need.


It turns out, even with a northern upbringing there is no escaping the knowledge of what a plantation house looks like. All around, there’s the dregs of one empire mimicking another and another. Most plantation-style homes have an almost naïve amount of windows. It’s a hostile symmetry, almost violently perfect.


Hanif and I are two Black bois making our way through the dim between the streetlights pushing towards the town square, the courthouse looming up in the distance. Hanif asks me if I know how Oxford came to have so many plantation houses; they line sorority row, fraternity row, N. Lamar Street, smooth white columns everywhere gleaming. A poster celebrating Taylor Swift’s new album hangs between the sorority houses. Taylor is hung up on a cross like a white feminist Jesus. I tell Hanif I don’t know the answer, because I don’t.


But in my heart, I feel a little nugget of shame, that I’ve lived three years in Oxford and I haven’t spent much time thinking about where these “Greek revival” houses came from. I’ve been busy trying to figure out where I came from. I’ve been busy trying to figure out where I am. I’m surrounded by stories. The story of my great-grandfather whose records I came to find, the story of myself, the story of my family. And the stories that shape us. The stories we turn to out of scarcity, the cousins we make out of characters.


My story doesn’t start with how Oxford got all its plantation houses, but it’s as good a place as any. That story turns out to be as old as mirrors. Oxford is one empire mimicking another.


Around 1840 a young architect named William Turner strode into Oxford and began designing. He had no training. First one four-columned monstrosity, then another for the town’s rich and aspiring. Every white man wanting to be exactly like the other white men, but bigger. Some things never change.


Oxford was once burned down by the Union army after the confederate soldiers, whose commemorative statue stands fourteen paces from the courthouse, refused to surrender. In the aftermath, the town square was redesigned by the architect of New Orleans, so the effect when you arrive in the town square is one of being in a miniature NOLA. Double-decker storefronts line every side of The Square, boisterous old boys cheering with full pitchers on one balcony, blond-bright girls in shimmering ball gowns on the way to a sorority formal passing below.


I’m staring at the cadre of white boys making their way up the street when Hanif lets me know he’s probably headed off to his hotel for the night. I nod and we’re making our way under the unblinking eyes of the confederate soldier at the top of his stone column when a small flash of green catches my eye. I nudge my head to the side and Hanif follows me to the monument so I can show him one of the strangest things about living in Oxford. Every Sunday, rain or shine, I find a mint-green copy of the complete speeches of Martin Luther King Jr. at the foot of the statue. Sometimes it is in a Ziploc bag, sometimes it’s the only color in the stone. Sometimes me and the picture of Dr. King, who looks equally unamused on the cover of his collected speeches, are the only Black on The Square. I find the speeches because I make a weekly trip to The Square to shop for books and spit on that same statue as hard as I can. I suppose we all have our subversions, none of mine have brought the statue down.


I do and don’t know what I am trying to prove.


I am in Oxford for an MFA. My mother told me not to die here. I’m only here because of a story, but my mother knows stories can be lethal.


My family left Mississippi during the Great Migration. Some days, the hope of finding my relatives’ graves, the records of their flights and escapes is all that keeps me on this earth. I am looking for their plantations, their gravestones, their memory. All I find is confederate soldiers instead.


I rarely see myself anywhere. Hanif leaves and it is only me and the faded memory of Martin Luther King Jr. on the town square.


This is a book that contains two stories I can’t stop telling. One is about my great-grandfather. The other is about who I became in pursuit of the fugitive who once cradled my grandmother as a baby, stories about invisibility, about Black TV nerd shit and the cousins we make from scarcity. I’ll tell you one by telling you the other, but I think the moral of both is that there’s nothing Blacker than uncertainty.


Mississippi is all arrivals. Mississippi is all beginnings.


But Mississippi is also something we return to, again and again, to find where we started in hopes of catching a glimpse of how we might end.
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THE BOOK OF Martin Luther King Jr. speeches is the only color in the stone on a night where I’m dancing as if nothing has ever touched me or will again. Within Proud Larry’s, a low-slung multi-room bar of dark wood and yawning floorboards off S. Lamar Street, there’s a party that only happens once or twice a semester that has pulled me out of the crib. A Code Pink party, a queer space that only blooms at night, and tonight I’m a Gardenia augusta in a forest of boys I may never see again; in the right moonlight I blossom into a field of surrenders.


The last time I promised my mother I wouldn’t die here, it was the first time as well. I promised I wouldn’t draw attention to myself and my understanding of my sexuality, I promised in essence not to be touched and so I wasn’t. Whatever dancing I do, it is almost always with myself. Even when I am killing it, and in Oxford I am considered a much better dancer than I am literally anywhere else, I am often courting the intimacy of audience, not friends. I want the space between us jeweled with pulsing lights, but don’t get it twisted—I want that space between us.


And so I am once again garden unto myself, little Eden, ruined once and holy for never having been touched again. But then, I am touched. And it is the arms of a boy dark as me, the blue light thrumming between us & we could pass for Moonlight, or we could pass for moonlight, but the space between us electric with the need that crests in every high note. I am against his chest, hips churning, and still word for word with the SZA track my DJ homie put in queue because she knows if you play “The Weekend” by SZA I dance like I still have two good knees and we are all due a vacation from our pains and our promises.


But just like that, the boy is gone. And I’m not heartbroken, just myself. I’m dancing among my homies from the English and Southern Studies department. Eventually I get tired, I’m ready to go home but I walked the mile and a half here thinking I’d hold the wall until my homegirl’s set was up and bounce. But I’ve danced too hard, been too free and as usual the price is paid in my tendons, a pound of flesh pulled too thin until the pain is almost a music of its own. But my homegirl whose DJing is a little tipsy is not ready to leave. Luckily, unluckily, a boy I know from school offers me a ride. I feel grateful I don’t have to walk all the way back down Jackson ave. The bass swallows some of our words, I don’t realize that he never offered to take me home.


We are halfway up Jackson ave when my ears adjust back from the bass, just in time for a sped-up sample of “Party in the U.S.A.” to hit me full in the face outside a bar called Funky’s, where teens go to drink with their recently non-teen homies. The boy who offered me a ride but not to take me home is pointing to one of his students, bent over with a not small amount of vomit on a pair of sneakers I’m sure cost half my rent. I ask how far to the car and the boy stops still for the first time. The smell of police horses wafts in the May wind, the condensation of the morning settling along my forearms. These are the things I remember later when I realize that the boy was making a move all along. He asks what I thought this was and I open my mouth, but there is nothing to say besides that I don’t see him that way. Asking if he would still be down to give me a ride home goes… about as well as you’d expect. I can already feel the ache that’ll settle into the torn spot in my groin, sharp with protest, gearing up for a long walk, unironically uphill both ways.


Or, it would have been. But I saw a group of six Black boys in what was, unmistakably, about to be a fight with three profoundly drunk white boys and two very drunk white girls. And I know, the walk ahead of me down Jackson ave is long and growing longer with every minute that I am feeling my knees swell—but something like love makes me cross the street to try and pull them away before shit gets out of hand. Something like memory makes me eye the police horses, advancing up the block slowly, the grim hands of their riders bone-bright as the knuckles of a plantation house and this too, a memory.


Here’s what I know about what started the fight that night:




1. The Black boys saw out of the corner of their eye that one drunken white boy out of the cadre was yanking his girlfriend around harshly. They asked if she was OK, she said yes. He pushed her again, hard, seconds later, so they ask the bleach-blond white girl again if she is OK, since he was squeezing the blood from her wrist.


2. Annoyed, the white girl said, “Nigger, I’ve got this.”


3. All hell broke loose.


4. I arrived as White Boy #1 was shoving against the other two white boys, trying to leap into the arms of the six Black boys, all of whom are holding the other back from throwing the first punch at a white boy who looks like he comes from a long line of first punches.


5. The second white girl, sorority shirt billowing white as a Rain Lily, in an attempt to defuse the situation that her abused homegirl had just escalated, began rapidly introducing herself to everyone in the circle, her hand wilting in the space between when no one reached back out.





The Black boys are telling me all of this when one of us towards the back cries out that it’s happening again behind us. And we are turning as one to see White Boy #1, who has just finished bodily hurling his girl into the grassy hillside of the courthouse, her face landing inches from a set of harsh concrete steps. I don’t remember deciding to go back, I remember seeing the police horses, slowed by a small tide of undergrads reaching out to pet them. I remember hollerin, “Motherfucker, don’t you fuckin touch her. We don’t do that shit here.” All of this has passed in a second, and then another, when I pull my eye from the slowly advancing police horses to see that the white girl has groggily climbed the steps behind her abuser. Almost in slow motion, I watch her launch from atop the steps, fist cocked back and screaming, “Motherfucker” in a way that’s maybe a word but undeniably a howl.


I don’t want metaphor for this. I don’t want music for this. I do not want to use language to turn the white girl into anything but what she was, a girl in the air and then a girl with a fist exploding up through her chin. I have still never seen anyone get hit that hard in my entire life. I watched all the momentum leave her body, then watched in horror as she arched backwards, head pointed towards the concrete steps. And there was no line between silence and noise, I do not know if I said, “Dear god, I think he just killed her” or if it was merely the loudest and only thought in my head as she rag-dolled into the grassy hill, the concrete inches from her face.


The last time I saw that man he was in handcuffs, not for that hit, but the one that came after. When the girl struggled once again to her feet and the officers finally saw her from atop their horses, when they cuffed the man and he said not “sorry,” or “I didn’t mean to,” and not even choosing to say nothing. He simply rose from the pavement, still handcuffed, and began walking down the street before telling the officer that he was “bored.” The last time I saw that man, we were all of us Black bois riding back down Jackson ave past the sign that marks Freedmen’s Town, evergreen as a southern oak. Dogwoods yawned against each other, mosquitoes feasted, Code Pink came to a close with a host of boys gladly in the arms of another.


Mississippi stayed Mississippi; everything and nothing had changed.
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EVERYTHING AND NOTHING had changed the day my literary agent called to tell me this book wasn’t happening. Or, rather, that our last best hope had collapsed. It is June, and I am tired of too many things to count. It had been nearly a year of trying to sell this collection, and the last editor, whose most memorable feedback was “That train you wanted to jump in front of might not’ve killed you, it might’ve just made you wish you were dead” is now insisting on turning this book into a memoir about a life I almost gave up. So there I sit in the shadow of Oxford city hall, holding the phone and wondering if it’s worth bothering the expert I came here to interview, now that even a bad door won’t open.


Rhondalyn K. Peairs and I meet anyway on the balcony of Square Books, where she’s been waiting for me. Rhondalyn’s voice is a warm stretch, every other syllable sprawling into a deeply southern music; she seems at ease in the Mississippi summer, which makes perfect sense given that she’s in her hometown.


Back since 2008, Rhondalyn has been one of Oxford’s most prominent historians and the founder of HISTORICH, a tour service that specifically highlights the history, works, and spaces of Black folks in Oxford and Lafayette County at large. We sit a spell and talk on how often the histories of Black folks in the county are hidden in plain sight.


So much so that I learned early in the conversation that even after three and a half years, I hadn’t known Molly Barr Road was named after a Black woman. Not only that, but that Molly Barr was a contemporary superhero who bought up long tracts of land in developing Oxford before the town was really the town. Long tracts of land that she then cleanly divided into homesteads of Black families looking to make cul-de-sacs and hamlets of free Black people, built around schools and churches.


Coming up in Chicago, I was used to the story of how Black people came to congregate in a place to be as much a matter of public policy as it was a matter of joy. I spent as much of my time wondering where Black people “were” as being around Black people. I wondered if I had failed for having only really found a home in Goolsby’s barbershop, but Rhondalyn lets out a small laugh, cool as July rain.


“Nah, it’s pretty endemic, the city doesn’t do a good job at all connecting the histories or telling the stories they can.” She shrugs.


And it’s true, I went all this time not knowing the churches and only seeing the pockets from beyond the window of a Blue Line bus I’d been riding three stops too long past where I was aiming. As people walk up and around The Square and from the corner of my eye, I can see the book of King’s speeches, a dry mint-green seed at the base of the confederate statue. We sit a spell longer and Rhondalyn asks me a question I get a lot: “What are you doing in Mississippi?” I tell her I came looking for the truest story I know about a man threatened with wings. I know this is not my home, but it is sometimes a home to me. It’s become a place I know in my bones, in a way I will always belong best to this light, this Mississippi light that clings just so to the dogwoods and pine. We laugh and trade stories until I almost forget that the book I’m interviewing her for may never exist. I’m just glad to learn something about Oxford, this town where I taught myself to live again.
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WELL AMEN, WELL goddamn, another beginning.















#JULIAN4SPIDERMAN



OK, people, let’s do this one last time.


Spider-Man has always been Black.


In this universe he’s me. I am six years old and posted up in front of the TV before my first Halloween party. The costume is perfect except for the mask; it’s made for everyone but also it isn’t. Beneath the mask my head looks off-kilter, asymmetrical, as if drawn by someone only half interested. My hair, like my mother’s hair and her mother’s before her, swells in pitch-black waves like I am told the ocean looks some nights in DR. I slick my small hands along the top of the mask, feel the pinpoints of hair poking through. For the first time I feel powerful and unmanageable at once. I am stubble insisting through the polyester—new grass in a country of no rain.


The truth is I can’t see shit out of the mask.


There are eyeholes, but they’re narrow. I keep tugging until finally they open, and the mask weeps. You can see my eyes, and the deep brown skin that rings them. This becomes typical; the consequence of being seen is that you’re seen. My parents, afraid to look like they bought me a crappy costume in front of the other parents, decide to scrap the mask altogether.


I sit war-paint still in the bathroom as my mother details in the web lines along my face, fills the red to blush between, drapes my eyelids with enough white. It’s some of her finest work. It’s my favorite thing and the only thing I have ever seen her paint. I look in the mirror. I want you to feel what I did as I touched the long web over my mouth, my cheeks, stopping at my hairline. I felt like a map to a city I’d never seen but always lived in. I stood between my parents in the mirror and I smiled until the paint nearly cracked. I’m their son, I’m Spider-Man, I’m me. This is my universe. Everyone knows what I am. The mask is perfect because I am no longer underneath it.
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OK, people, let’s do this one more time.


Spider-Man has always been Black—but he hasn’t always been Spider-Man.


In this universe Spider-Man’s name is Miles Morales and I don’t remember how old I was the first time I was asked, “What are you?”


In this universe Miles and I are both Black and Latinx, Peter Parker is dead and Miles has gathered for the funeral with the rest of New York. This is our universe where my parents must have been in love once. In this universe Miles has been bitten, Miles has powers, Miles is Spider-Man, but not quite yet. The mask sags at his eyes, his brown skin is two perfect rings; he can see, but doesn’t know where to go. The costume doesn’t fit in the way most things don’t fit in middle school, though we are told that it always fits eventually. Everyone is counting on Miles but only he knows it. In this way we are the same boy.


I don’t remember how old I was the first time I was asked, “What are you?” I know that Miles, like any of the other boys like us, must wish, truly, that he was explaining who he was and what was going on one last time and could mean it. Origin stories are frustrating in this way, a gravity we are pulled and pulled to—many Spider-Verses, but always the same violences.


So here is mine. My father is Black and from St. Louis, though around strangers he will say he is from Manhattan because sometimes we are from where we were least dead and not where we were born. My mother is Dominican and from Washington Heights, born and raised by parents who escaped the Trujillato. My parents have been alive together since the eighties, they’ve been alive together all my life. This is my origin as far as I can follow it: they met in New York and loved each other, and when I was born they loved each other anywhere else but especially in Chicago. This is where I best like to remember them: as young and lucky as they will ever be in my memory, grief less legible on all our faces than it is now.


Miles, like me, is made of questions, maybe most of all about his name. There are a number of theories around the origin of Miles’s name. They range from “affirmative action” to “progress narrative.”


In Into the Spider-Verse, Miles’s father is a Black man named Jefferson Davis, and in our universe he is voiced by Brian Tyree Henry. Miles’s mother is a Puerto Rican woman named Rio Morales, voiced by Lauren Vélez, another language whispering beneath her few lines, a dance only shadows are fluent in. Like my mother she is quiet. My mother, who acts as my father’s translator even when everyone is speaking English.


I have become accustomed to correcting my name in other people’s mouths because this is a blunt-tongued country. It’s a reflex. Asking strangers to smooth the J to an H. But it’s not a hard name, I promise. My father wanted another J, my mother wanted something Spanish. They were looking for a name that white people couldn’t mistake for their own son. Obscurity is both an inheritance and a superpower, it turns out.
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OK, people, let’s do this one more time.


Spider-Man has always been Black.


Before there was Miles Morales there was Peter Parker, and before there was Peter Parker there was Anansi, the Spider Man.


The first Spider Man was a storyteller. The first storyteller.


I learned this from my father, who read Anansi’s origin to me every night. Anansi’s origin is called simply A Story, a Story. It’s a children’s book about how Anansi, small and clever, outwitted the most dangerous creatures in the world so he could buy the stories of the world from the sky-god Nyame. I didn’t know then that this story, this power, was how my father had managed to survive long enough to make me. My massive deep-voiced protector, spinning a tale he had probably been nursing all day in the back of his mind as he went through the motions of his corporate job.


At the mostly white school he sends me to, I do what children do: I mimic. I tell the story of the first Spider Man and folks were mostly confused. Spider-Man is white, everybody knows that. I grow quieter the older my small body becomes. I am invisible in stretches I can never predict. I negotiate and I trick and I pretend like my father, like Anansi. I learn to code-switch, some strange compromise between fight and flight. This camouflage becomes my voice, this mask becomes my face. I go to school in Chicago and Omaha and Philly and Minneapolis and always somewhere I don’t belong, somewhere where it is safer to be no one.


My parents are counting on me, like Miles’s parents are counting on him. They believe that I am the best of them. Like Miles, all I want to do is escape back to what I know. I try, many times, to scale the fence at recess so I can sneak away, go home, to where I am seen, loved. I fall each time because I don’t have the strength to leave silence. I am a dark outline, a skyline of expectations happening to either side of my brief body. I am Spider-Man, but I’m not yet. I am me, but not quite. The other kids’ parents ask, “What are you?” I find ways to tell the story until I don’t even notice how often in a day I use the word “half.” I don’t notice how much I believe it. I don’t know the price of power, but I know that I want whatever can allow me to be away; whatever story is the price for that I chameleon into.


Clever Boy.


Clever Spider using his mouth to throw punches at the sky.
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OK, people, let’s do this one more time.


Before Spider-Man was Spider-Man he was a scholarship student. This is the story of two Spider-Men in 2018 and 2006, respectively.


In 2018 Miles Morales is on-screen and staring down the barrel of a zero out of one hundred on a test. I know exactly what this is. Miles’s teacher thinks she does too. She says, “You’re trying to quit and I’m not going to let you.” All the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, my sixth sense on red alert. Call it déjà vu, or Spidey Sense, call it memory or trigger, the end result is that I remember. Without my noticing, my knuckles congeal to fists, my mouth goes dry because I have been here before. An origin story is another way of saying “beginning,” when and where we begin to learn. Lesson 1: Don’t watch the mouth, watch the hands.


I’ve never read Great Expectations, but I have been assigned essays to make sure I was as smart as advertised.


In the winter of 2006, in Chicago, my history teacher tasks me with arguing in favor of slavery. He doesn’t call it that, at first, but I know power when I see it. We are in one of my favorite rooms in the school. Mr. Stone was a short white boy from Boston who kept a recreation of the Last Supper in which all of the disciples and Jesus himself are Black. I stared at Black Jesus when I couldn’t look into Mr. Stone’s eyes as he hurt me. Months later Stone will tell my father that he thinks I’m trying to quit, and that he’s not going to let me.


We are in the room because I’m asking to be switched off the states’ rights side of a Civil War debate. My memory sputters when I try to recall whether there was another Black kid in the class; what I remember is that I was the only one who was asked. Ordinarily in class I am quiet, but I beg him not to make me do this. I am not tall and never will be. Beyond the window in this universe it is maybe snowing and maybe not. My body is swimming in a graffitied Ecko Unltd. hoodie and my chest is draped with a tiny Phat Farm chain that looks like it came out of an egg machine, even though I spent all the money I had just to hold its shine. I flit in and out of visibility, my hair muzzled by a camouflage Chicago Bears hat I have been wearing every day since I started living only with my father. I have gotten good at pretending, I know to stare at someone’s hair so it can be mistaken for eye contact. I notice that Mr. Stone has my mother’s hair as he tells me that arguing against slavery “wouldn’t be enough of a challenge” for a student “like you.”


Miles’s teacher says that the only way for a person to get everything wrong is to know how to get everything right. I don’t know if this is true. What I do know is that a week later I am in class sitting behind a sign that says “States’ Rights,” dodging sneak attack after sneak attack as the pro-abolition group comes after me and not the other two kids on my panel. I grow quieter because I am trying to argue against myself. I flit in and out of visibility until Mr. Stone stops the debate and admonishes the class. “Julian is up here arguing for slavery,” he says. “What’s your excuse?” Invisibility can be suffocating. Invisibility can be your only refuge. Like every refuge, invisibility can be taken away. The consequence of being seen is that you’re seen.


The only way for a person to get everything wrong is to know how to get everything right. I don’t know if this is true. But I know that as Chicago’s wind ballooned my Ecko jacket behind me and suspicious eyes trailed me through Lincoln Park as I walked home, I was dressed like one expectation. The outfit of a larger person I would never become rippled in the wind. I was not large enough for any of the expectations of my body and was somehow dying of all of them at once. I decide to start getting it wrong, to stop trying. “Trying” landed me arguing for my own destruction. I watch my grades slip on purpose until even I believe it is because I am not equal to the work. My classmates call me a half-breed and I don’t know how to correct them because I have learned that Half is my name.


I never tell Mr. Stone that this is when I stopped trusting him. I smile and pretend I just don’t understand. I never tell him that sometimes I wonder what the difference is between wanting to quit and wanting to go home. This is my universe and nobody knows what I am until it is time to punish me. All my teachers know something is wrong, they just don’t know that they are what’s wrong. The rest of the school year my fists are knotted in my pockets until they cramp. Don’t watch the mouth, watch the hands.
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OK, people, let’s do this one more time.


Spider-Man has always been Black, but nobody knows who he is.


I didn’t hear the word “Afro-Latino” until I was already in college. By this time I am nineteen and ragged, glitching in a universe that is not my own. It’s hard to make friendships in the Latinx students’ group; there are one or two ways to be “Latinx enough” and a multiverse of ways to be an exile. Despite the best efforts of an Afro-Latinx president, other students speak Spanish about me, in front of me, as if I can’t hear them. Because I admit I am not fluent, because I tell them I am not from either of the coasts but from Chicago, because my performance of Latinidad is inherently Black, because one of the senior Latinx students who is a role model of mine starts calling me “Blackface,” maybe for all of these reasons or none of them, I’m invisible again. This never changes, nobody ever apologizes.


We never see Miles have a crisis on-screen about being Black and Latinx. Never see him grinding his teeth at another “What are you?” Miles is always resolutely aware that he doesn’t have to prove his Latinidad to anyone, and this is one of my favorite parts. Sometimes I wonder if this is his least believable power.


In the few meetings I drag myself to, words like “we” and “us” are thrown around, and I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t seductive, isn’t still seductive, this notion of a “we.” Wouldn’t it be nice to be part of such a web, a single story. Nobody says “anti-Blackness,” they say racism as if it is not theirs too.


It is understood for years in Latinx spaces that I am “so-and-so’s Black friend.” This is true at every tour stop with my best friend where the Latinx professors generally engage with him alone. It’s true in every Latinx Studies course I will take for the entirety of my undergraduate career. It is what folks hold true in the campus spaces where Latinx narratives are dangerously flattened and Blackness is treated as a disqualifier for Latinidad.


It’s not true. But you could have fooled me.


The night someone asks me if I am Afro-Latinx for the first time I don’t feel like a “half.” Until then it had seemed as if there were some crucial parts of being Latinx that I had gotten wrong, always slow on the draw to my own identity. Miles Morales has existed in my universe for a little over a year by this point, and because I want to hold on to this feeling I tweet out “#Julian4Spiderman.”
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OK, people, let’s do this one more time.


Spider-Man has always been Black and part of being Spider-Man is that there are long silences between you and who you love.


I’m depressed in my dorm room, ignoring a call from my dad, and it goes to voicemail. Every bed I’m in feels as though I have been tied to it. No matter how I enter a room, it feels as though I have been left behind in it. I would say it’s an ungodly hour but anyone who’s been depressed knows that, in the midst of an episode, they are all ungodly hours.


I don’t have the strength to leave silence, silence has no interest in leaving me. How do you explain to someone you love how often your greatest nemesis lives in your head? That sometimes it feels as though you are the mask? That it has been such a long time since you heard yourself speak that you’re not sure what your voice sounds like anymore, that past a certain point even sounds become invisible? That it can be like this for weeks, that a month all but disappears and you don’t know how?


For most of Spider-Verse, Miles’s parents have no idea where he is.


He is the son believing that whatever is changing in him is too much danger for his family to bear, and they are the parents believing the most dangerous change is how easily their boy now inflicts his invisibility on them. Miles’s father leaves message after message, they stack and blink in Miles’s phone just like mine.


An interesting thing about Spider-Verse is that Miles Morales is slow by design. Miles is initially animated at twelve frames per second, unlike nearly everything else in his world, which moves at a standard twenty-four frames per second. Depression feels like this to me, the world happening faster than I can conceive of moving to catch up to it. How much whirred past me while I listened to the phone buzz as if it were on the other side of the door? While I heard the invariable pattern of my father finding new ways to say “I’m worried”?


The shape of my father’s voicemails never changes; it’s one of innumerable things I love about him. He always starts, “Hey, Julian, it’s your dad.” As if he is not the only person who still leaves me voicemails. He tells me, even when I have disappeared for days, weeks, that he is proud of me, that I am his son. I try not to forget to be grateful for these messages when the world is moving faster and I don’t have the strength to keep up. I forget anyway. This is why, when Miles’s father says, “I see this spark in you, it’s amazing, it’s why I push you, but it’s yours, whatever you choose to do with it you’ll be great,” I am back in 2015 and I am standing on a street corner in Philly, as my father tells me:


“I am sorry if I have failed you. No matter who you want to be, I know you’ll be the best at it. I love you, nothing will ever stop that, do you believe me?”


How long had the danger been building in me that I’d let him think I could ever forget that?
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OK. People, let’s do this for the last time.


Sometimes the only cure for danger is to become more dangerous.


Miles, in his universe, is suspended between skyline and ground, pulling the window behind him, each shard making a sky full of daggers. I always close my eyes in the moment when Miles hurtles, eyes narrowing, towards the ground; it is the moment where the boy we are becomes something constant across all universes.


I, too, in my saddest hours, have looked out the window and told myself a hundred stories about falling.


Afro-Latinx life is this in so many ways: to be taught that you are dangerous, and shameful and difficult to imagine.


“Faith” is a slippery word. But there’s a moment at exactly 1:24:06 when Miles’s web connects to the building he leapt from and the body jerks into another kind of flight. The instant right after this one is when I close my eyes. Each time I call out alongside Blackway: “CAN’T STOP ME NOW!”


I don’t know much about faith, but I know it feels like that—being Afro-Latinx feels like this. And maybe it is the irony that I love best, that I see myself best sometimes with my eyes closed and a song beckoning danger, how I know the drums in my blood and know the boy who bargained with the sky-gods to own A Story will rise each time.


The moment Miles Morales becomes Spider-Man is more than the end to a hero’s journey: every time I watch it I am gifted back to myself.


Spider-Man in a hoodie and Jordans. Spider-Man in the city where my parents fell in love. Spider-Man in the place where none of us died. The voices that follow Miles as he swings into his new life, into full command of his powers, are the voices of my family. Representation matters, but this is more than that, too. It is one thing to have spent too much of a life begging to be seen, describing myself as “half.” It is another thing entirely to imagine myself, mid-leap, all the noise of a city below me and expect, finally, to live.


Miles pulls the mask away to reveal his face and I am six again, Spider-Man’s face is my face, and I remember that it has always been this way. On opposite sides of the screen we are both wearing the half-grins of someone who could have died but didn’t. We exist, and there is no need to explain. Spider-Man has always been Black, and we’re not half of anything.
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