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The Other Talk

Reckoning with Our White Privilege

Brendan Kiely

with an Introduction by Jason Reynolds





PRAISE FOR THE OTHER TALK


“With vulnerability, honesty, and humility, Kiely offers an invitation for white youth to examine the history of racism in the United States of America and its impact on their own identity and relationships. These pages unpack what it means to be an ally, what it means to listen, what it means to grow. There have been many calls to action, The Other Talk is a mighty, necessary response.”

——RENÉE WATSON, Newbery Honor recipient and Coretta Scott King Award–Winning author of Love Is a Revolution

“Honest. Raw. Necessary. The Other Talk is required reading. A nuanced examination of the constructs of race and the insidious, pervasive roots of white privilege in the United States, The Other Talk is a clarion call to action, a call to love, to do better for ourselves, our neighbors, and our nation. Brendan Kiely challenges the reader to sit with their discomfort—believe me there are uncomfortable moments in any real discussion about race—and to learn through the radical act of listening and questioning lies that have passed for too long as truths. Kiely dares us to imagine a better country and then to step up to make that place real.”

—SAMIRA AHMED, New York Times bestselling author of Internment

“In The Other Talk, Brendan Kiely reflects on personal experience, history, and current events to speak the truth about white privilege and racism with vulnerability, nuance, compassion, and hope. An urgent call for white teens to listen, reflect, speak up, and join the fight for justice.”

—RANDY RIBAY, author of the National Book Award finalist Patron Saints of Nothing

“There are books you buy to keep and there are books you buy to immediately give to others to read. This is the book you want everyone else to read because it is so important. Kiely writes his truths in such a compassionate and accessible manner that he invites readers to enter the difficult conversation of race without blame and instead to focus on the necessary conversations that need to be had for real change to happen. I’m so glad he wrote this book.”

—ELLEN OH, author of Finding Junie Kim and cofounder of We Need Diverse Books

“Can a nonfiction book about race be a heart-pounding page-turner? The Other Talk sure is. Kiely’s conversational style draws you right in, and his honesty about his own mistakes and misconceptions (wow, did he make a lot of mistakes!) will make you laugh, cringe, and grow. If you’re a white person who thinks a lot about race, you should read this book. If you’re a white person who doesn’t think a lot about race, you should read this book. You’ll be very glad you did.”

—ADAM GIDWITZ, bestselling author of the Newbery honoree The Inquisitor’s Tale

“An unflinching reckoning with white privilege, Kiely places his life on the examination table, dissecting his own past to show how systemic racism infects us all. The Other Talk invites readers to an honest conversation that is uncomfortable, messy, and absolutely necessary.”

—MINH LÊ, early care and education policy expert and critically acclaimed author of Drawn Together

“This book gets right to the heart of the white impulse to imagine that we are exceptional. It contains facts, feeling, and the kind of candor that challenges young people at the door, but also welcomes them inside. We need more white people talking honestly to other white people about what whiteness means and how it works. Let’s talk about guilt versus responsibility. Let’s talk about denial. Let’s talk about Brendan Kiely’s The Other Talk.”

—OLIVIA A. COLE, critically acclaimed author of The Truth about White Lies

“Accessible and timely. It’s time for white people to talk to each other about racism, and this book is a great first step.”

—JULIE MURPHY, #1 New York Times bestselling author of the Dumplin’ series

“As awareness and public dialogue about systemic racism have increased, many have scrambled for resources in well-intentioned efforts to learn and change. Yet, no amount of reading can dismantle systems of oppression without action. This is the book for all the white folks who asked, ‘How do I talk to my kids/students about racism?’ The Other Talk provides a blueprint not only of the key points necessary to build a foundation of anti-racist, critical consciousness, it also models the how of these necessary conversations in white spaces. Through deeply personal stories woven with historical facts and racial statistics shared in conversational, engaging language, Brendan Kiely peels back layers of white privilege and pushes other white folks to take on the responsibility of whiteness and dismantling systemic racism.”

—JOANNA HO, New York Times bestselling author of Eyes that Kiss in the Corners

“Compelling, riveting, emotionally stirring—Brendan Kiely gives us a critical tool for consciousness raising and freedom dreaming. Read this, then read it again, then talk about it with those you know and love.”

—JULIA TORRES, nationally acclaimed educator, scholar, and librarian

“The Other Talk is the conversation that white people should have had with each other long ago. This book is long overdue. For those who have been unable to confront the truth about what whiteness is and how it is lived, Brendan Kiely offers a supportive, accessible, and necessary late pass. This book is not just an opportunity to school yourself. It is a rare chance to truly free yourself.”

—CORNELIUS MINOR, nationally renowned educator and author of We Got This: Equity, Access, and the Quest to Be Who Our Students Need Us to Be

“For all of us who have wrestled with our own whiteness and have asked, what can I do about racial injustice? This is the book we’ve been waiting for. Teachers, young people, their families, and school communities will find hope and humility in Brendan’s book. It offers us practical ways to talk with each other about and move beyond the fear that paralyzes us in doing this work, and it gives us the strength of a larger community committed to having this other talk.”

—SARAH FLEMING, PhD, educator and scholar

“Brendan tells the truth. It is as simple as that—and as complicated. In my twenty years of teaching youth about whiteness and white privilege, I have often found it challenging to be honest with myself and my students without being met with resistance, frustration, and, sometimes, anger. Brendan offers us a way into The Other Talk with grace, patience, honesty, and vulnerability.”

—KEITH NEWVINE, assistant professor of literacy, SUNY Cortland
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For Finn.

Son, we have a lot to talk about—including all that you’ll teach me.

And for my father.

Dad, thank you for having this talk with me after all.






Why don’t white people think they have racial identity?

—Reni Eddo—Lodge








An Introduction by Jason Reynolds

When my little cousin was young, he was a stumblebum. A klutz. But not because he was a naturally uncoordinated kid tripping on air, but because whenever he was wearing shoes, it was a guarantee that one of them would be untied. A worn booby trap. Of course, every time he hit the ground—and he hit the ground often—every adult in the vicinity would preach about how he needed to tie his shoes. They’d scold him about how he needed to pay more attention to what he was doing, where he was going, and to the two things attached to him that could make walking a dangerous activity—his sneakers. This never worked. From what I remember, my cousin never took the advice of anyone, never decided to double-knot or trade his everyday kicks in for slip-ons. It was almost like he was comfortable with falling.

I haven’t seen him in a while, but it wouldn’t surprise me if at this very moment, he’s picking his twentysomething-year-old body up off the ground, and there’s some sweet old lady walking by telling him, for the millionth time, to tie his shoes. I hope not. But thinking back on it all, I wonder why he wouldn’t just do it. Like, why wouldn’t my cousin just take a second, squat down, make bunny ears, and save himself from all the embarrassment? Well, my theory is that either he:


	didn’t care,

	didn’t know they’d come untied,

	didn’t know how to tie his shoes, or

	didn’t believe laces, which are nothing but fancy pieces of string, had the power to topple him.



Honestly, I don’t know what the answer is, or what it was back then, and his reasoning doesn’t really matter because the outcome never changed; he kept tripping, which meant he kept falling and hurting himself, and he often would fall into other people and hurt them, too.

That’s pretty much what this book is about: shoes. I’m kidding. It’s not about shoes at all, but it is about thinking of racism as a loose lace that white people, at some point—now would be nice!—have to tie. Sure, maybe some folks just don’t care. But we know that’s not you. You’ve already opened this book. You’ve already taken a step to have The Other Talk.

Perhaps some don’t know. That’s a real thing, and I get it. We are all learning about the things attached to us, making forward movement far more dangerous than it has to be. This book is simply asking you to stop for a moment. Check yourself in the mirror. Not just your shirt and pants, the big things everyone can see. Check your feet. Those shoes you push your toes into every day, the ones that have bent and molded to you so much so that you don’t even think about them anymore, like skin. Are the laces (that contain your biases) tied? Tightly?

Or maybe some folks don’t know how to tie their shoes. How to actually address what has come undone. I understand that, too. And I don’t know if anyone has all the answers. But this book is meant to at least show how it’s a process. And it takes practice. And patience. And the desire to get it right.

And then there are the folks who believe that a lace doesn’t have enough weight to get in the way of walking. It’s not like it’s a jagged crack in the sidewalk, or a tree root sticking out the ground, right? Well… wrong. And that, my friends, might be the most important goal of my brother Brendan Kiely’s work. Not only can a thin lace of racism tangle you up and put you in a situation where you might hurt yourself, it will also put you in a situation where you’ll hurt others, break another person’s bones, scar another person’s knee, make another person the subject of unwanted attention and judgment.

Get it?

Now, there are lots of different ways I could’ve introduced this book. Tons of stories I could’ve told. Stories about moments in my life where racism made me feel small, or broken, or angry, or or or. I could’ve even spilled about me and Brendan’s friendship and how we’ve traveled the country together, and all the drama that ensued from people who believe racism isn’t an appropriate conversation to have with young folks. But… nah. I mean, you know those stories. You’ve heard some of them or have seen them on the internet and television, even if it’s to the tune of someone saying none of it exists. Even if it’s to the tune of Black people are the problem. I have to believe—I have to believe—you’ve heard something about racism in America. And because I know you’ve heard some of the sad narratives attached to it, I decided to leave that out of all this. I mean, you don’t need to hear about pain to care, do you? Of course not. So I figured it’d be better to just talk about my awkward cousin. One, because… well… he’s a trip! Get it? A… trip! Sorry, I couldn’t resist. But also because he isn’t who we think of in these discussions. He isn’t who we hear about or who we fight over or argue about—the goofball bopping down the street, minding his business.

But the thing about him, and why he’s so important to this framework, is that there was always something in the way. Something he didn’t see, or didn’t care about, or didn’t know how to fix, or didn’t think would matter, and so his joy—his natural joy—would be cut short over and over again. It’s not always stories about police sirens and white sheets. It’s not always slurs and blood. Sometimes, for me, the most critical thing to do when dealing with such a big, complicated topic like race is to avoid the explosions and whittle it all down to just a story about my little cousin. Questions about my family and all the untied laces.

Because, well, he… is you.

And you are my family, too.






1 Bottle of Nesquik, Bottle of Long Since Forgotten


Here’s the situation:

Two teenagers go to a convenience store.

Actually, two different convenience stores.

Kid A is in a car that pulls up outside one at a gas station in Jacksonville, Florida. Music’s bumping. Got “Beef” by Lil Reese, Lil Durk, and Fredo Santana cued up on the playlist.

Kid B walks into one on a busy street near Boston, Massachusetts. Headphones on. Head bobbing to A Tribe Called Quest’s “Can I Kick It?” Yes you can, he mouths along as he pulls open the glass door.

Kid A’s there with three friends. One of them goes into the store to grab some snacks and a bottle of something long since forgotten.

Kid B’s there to get a bottle of Strawberry Nesquik.

They’re just two kids, two kids loving their music and going to the convenience store—but then everything changes.

Kid A’s waiting in the car. “Beef” blasting. He’s out with friends. They’re having a good time.

Kid B, though, grabs his bright yellow bottle of Nesquik and slips it into the folds of his puffy down coat. Yes you can! Then he strolls right out the door without looking back. He hasn’t paid for the Strawberry Nesquik. He’s stolen it. And he’s done this before. He’s got a crush on a girl who loves Strawberry Nesquik (even though it’s gross—and it is—it’s gross!), and he loves giving her a bottle in the hallway before homeroom because he likes the coconut smell of her hair and the way her high-sprayed bangs rise off her forehead like a flag. He likes the way roller coasters run wild loops through his gut whenever their eyes meet. He gives her one of these stolen bottles of Strawberry Nesquik about once a week, maybe more, and he’s been doing it for the past month.

He hasn’t thought twice about the people in the store.

Or anybody else, really.

Just the girl with the bangs climbing toward the sky.

More than one thousand miles south on Route 95, Kid A’s bumping to the music with his buddies, still waiting for the friend in the store, when a car pulls up beside them. The two adults in the car start giving the friends dirty looks. The clock starts ticking. In three and half minutes everything will be different. Lives will have changed. But when the car pulls up, Kid A has no idea. All he sees are the scowls. Scowls he’s seen before. He’s not doing anything wrong. He’s just a kid and his music is loud. And if the adults would just take a breath and let it go, let this boy be a kid and let his too-loud music thump, only a few minutes later his car would be gone, the music would be gone, and there’d be no story to tell.

Instead, the woman in the car opens her door, and before she leaves to go into the store, the man who’s with her turns to her and says, “I hate this thug music.” This man, the scowler, starts yelling at Kid A and his friends, starts calling them names. One of Kid A’s friends turns down the music, but Kid A’s sick of the scowler’s scowls. Sick of the way this man, this adult, keeps talking to him, so he turns the music back up and tries to drown him out. Tries to drown out everything the man’s saying. Those scowls. Those kinds of arguments. He’s all too used to them. He’s heard it all before, and all too often, he’s heard the slurs and the name-calling that follows. He’s heard it all before and he’s heard it enough—so up goes the music, bass rattling the car doors. Up goes his voice too, yelling back at the man, matching him insult for insult. But the clock is still ticking.

The clock is still ticking when Kid A’s friend comes out of the convenience store and gets back in the car. The clock’s still ticking as Kid A and the man keep yelling, their voices loud enough to climb up and over the music. The clock’s still ticking when the adult man shouts at Kid A, “You aren’t going to talk to me like that.”

And it’s supposed to be kids driving around through the night, shouting their lyrics—In the field, we play for keeps/I’m out here, no hide-and-seek—like kids all over the country do, are doing, will do later. The clock is still ticking when the man reaches into his glove compartment and pulls out a 9 mm pistol—and then everything goes into hyperspeed.

He fires.

The man fires and fires. Bullets crash through the door beside Kid A. Bullets rip through the car around and into Kid A. Bullets explode and crack open the night as the kids throw the car into reverse, try to escape, but the man steps out of his own car, crouches in a shooting stance, and fires and fires and fires. Ten bullets in all.

The clock only stops ticking when the kids pull into a nearby parking lot and find Kid A gasping for air. Losing his breath. No chance to drink that bottle of who-knows-what soda or whatever as his blood spills across the car seats, down onto the concrete, where it stains the parking lot, the whole town, the whole state, the whole country, because Kid A’s blood is the blood of another innocent, unarmed child who has been called names, called all kinds of things, like a thug, and who hasn’t done anything illegal, hasn’t done anything wrong, except be a kid—and murdered all the same.



Kid B’s the one who did something wrong. Kid B’s the one who did something illegal. Kid B’s the actual thief.

But nobody’s ever called him one. Nobody knows he is one. Because nobody’s ever even suspected he’s one.

In fact, later that spring, when Kid B is working for a talent agency in Boston, auditioning to model for a series of magazine ads, the casting director will lean forward and say to Kid B, “Hey, yeah, we definitely want you. You look like the kid next door. You look like the all-American boy.”



Now let me tell you more about Kid A.

He was someone’s son. He liked Jacksonville, where he lived. He liked to play basketball and PlayStation. But his singular passion was music. All the music. In the field, we play for keeps… Making mixes for his buddies. He had dreams and family and friends.

You might say he was just another “all-American boy,” except I fear not enough people told him that. The adults who pulled up in the car beside him certainly didn’t. That man took one look at Kid A and suspected… assumed… profiled Kid A as a “thug.” As someone who was up to no good. Even though he wasn’t. The man prejudged Kid A—and his prejudice did all the thinking. And Kid A paid the price for it.

But Kid A wasn’t a thug. He wasn’t a thief.

Kid B was the thief. The way Kid B acted, you might call him the thug.



But here’s what else I have to tell you:

Kid A was Black.

And Kid A was a real person. His name was Jordan Davis.

And Jordan Davis was murdered because of racial prejudice—because of racism.

Kid B was white.

And Kid B was a real person too. That kid? He’s me. Brendan Kiely. I’m the thief.

And I’m alive because… well, we’re going to get to all that.






2 Two Americas


You know how I said Jordan Davis had dreams, a passion for music?

Well, that same spring day that I was walking into the corner store near where I lived, the music I was listening to was instilling in me a passion for words. I loved those lyrics, those words—and I was dreaming about one day working with words. I loved rap music. I loved hip-hop. All of it was poetry—so I loved poetry—and I liked playing with words so that the sounds bounced around like tiny basketballs in my mouth. I didn’t care about English class, but I loved playing with words, and I knew that when I grew up, I wanted to somehow work with them.

And, unlike Jordan Davis, I got to live my dream.

Flash-forward a lot of years. I mean A LOT of years…

Kid B (me) publishes his first novel. Woo-hoo! I was so psyched! I mean, honestly, I worked on trying to publish a novel for ten years (ten years!) and it was finally happening. And at the same exact time, in the same exact month, in the same exact year, another guy—who’d also been working for ten years (ten years!) to try to publish a novel—was publishing his first novel.

And so for both of us, after all that hard work—wham!

Holy @#&%?! It was happening!

But what was even cooler than that was that we were both being published by the same company. Why’d that make it even cooler? Because they put us on the road to promote our books together. Now, this guy happens to be Jason Reynolds. (Uh, yes, who also kindly wrote the introduction to this book.) And while we were out there on the road together, we really had no idea what the heck we were doing. We were mostly hanging out in empty bookstores and libraries and whatnot, but we didn’t care—we were just so grateful and excited to be there. And while we were traveling, he and I were becoming friends. This is important for a number of reasons.

One, I love this guy. He’s now one of my closest friends.

But one and a half: as we were becoming friends, something strange was starting to dawn on me.

Because two, the more we traveled, the more it occurred to me that even though we were traveling to the same cities, walking side by side through the same airports, the same hotel lobbies, bookstores, and school hallways, he, a Black man, and I, a white man, were having very different experiences.

It was impossible for me not to notice the pileup of racist stuff that kept happening no matter where we were or who we were with. I mean the extra and excessive pat-downs at airport security. I mean the front-desk clerks at hotels and the front-office administrators at schools giving suspicious looks when we walked in the door. I mean the way people spoke at the coffee shop or in a restaurant. Not to me. Never to me. To Jason. That’s how deep racism lives in so many people. It sits behind the eyes in their glances. It whispers beneath the words in their tone of voice. And it was stretched out like the night sky, lying lower and closer than I ever thought across the entire country.

And when it’s just sitting there like that, sometimes it flares up even more blatantly.

One time Jason and I walked into a bank together in Washington, DC. Two authors walk into a bank—it sounds like the first line of a really bad dad joke, except what happened wasn’t funny at all.

Jason was the customer of the bank. He went up to the teller to do the business he had to do, and the teller said, “For a transaction like that, I have to get the manager.” She went around back to get him. Jason and I waited. The manager of the bank came out into the lobby; he was a white man, just like me. And as he walked toward us, he walked right past Jason, stuck his hand out to me, another white man, and said, “Hey, how can I help you, sir?”

I was livid. I explained that it wasn’t me he was supposed to help. I remained mad as they foisted some poor salesman on me as the bank manager tried miserably to prove he hadn’t done what he’d just done. I was still angry when Jason and I got into a cab later, and when I told Jason how mad I was, he just shook his head and said he’d already let it go.

“If I got mad every time something like that happened to me,” he said, “I’d be mad all day.”

I had to take a breath. I didn’t know what to say after that. I was still angry, and I didn’t know what made me angrier: that what had happened at the bank had just happened, or that Jason was so used to it, he’d grown calluses around his heart to protect his emotions.



Now, okay. Were we also having a great time? Yes. Were there all kinds of great things happening for Jason as well as for me? Yes. Was there so much to celebrate and laugh about and be proud of as we traveled the country? Absolutely yes.

But everything else was happening too, all that racist stuff, and for me to ignore that, or pretend that also wasn’t happening, would have been a very different kind of callus around my heart. Because I didn’t get those glances at the front desks. I didn’t get that tone of voice at the coffee shop. I didn’t get blown off and dismissed at the bank. But I’m white—and so were most of those people doing all those things I just mentioned. I witnessed with my own eyes these two different reactions to Jason and me more times than I can count. But the one moment in particular that really stuck with me didn’t have to do with any of those people. It had to do with our families—phone calls with our mothers.

And those phone calls still haunt me to this day.

Now, first you need to know that Jason and I were traveling the country together in the spring of 2014. That’s important because that was shortly after George Zimmerman was acquitted in the murder trial of Trayvon Martin. In case you don’t know, Trayvon Martin was a seventeen-year-old Black boy who was shot and killed by an older man, George Zimmerman, in Florida in early 2012. The subsequent court case took a long time, and in July 2013, Zimmerman was acquitted—basically, he was found “not guilty” of murder, so he could go free. He was acquitted because there’s a law in Florida that’s commonly known as “stand your ground.” What this means is, you can shoot somebody in self-defense and it’s not a crime. Which is scary to think about. Because if you claim self-defense and no one else but the shot person was there, who’s to say if you’re lying or not?

Well, no one.

So—back to the phone calls.

While we’re traveling around the country together, Jason’s mother calls him. A Black woman, who, as I’ve heard him describe, was from South Carolina and who has the psychological, emotional, and physical scars from Jim Crow racism in America. And she calls Jason to say, essentially, “I’m scared for your life, son. I’m terrified there might be a George Zimmerman out there for you.”

What an awful thing for a mother to have to say.

What an awful thing for a mother to have to feel.

And what an awful thing for Jason, her child, to have to say what he said next: “Ma, don’t worry about it. I’m going to be okay. I’m going to be okay. I’m going to be okay.” What an awful thing for him to have to reassure her that he can travel around the country because he has to for his job and that it’s all going to be okay.

But then it occurred to me.

Did my mother call me? Did my mother call me to say, Hey, Brendan, I’m terrified for your life?

Nope.

Now, my mother loves me, okay? I’m very grateful. And I love you too, Ma! But it would never occur to her to be afraid for me in this way. She wouldn’t have cause to have that same fear that Jason’s mother has.

Are you following me?

Because as we’re traveling around the country, we’re supposed to be living out our dreams here. We were, in fact, living out our dreams in many ways. But neither could we escape the fact that, as we were traveling around the country, we were the living embodiment of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s description of two Americas living side by side.

“There are two Americas,” Dr. King said way back in 1968—and it was all too clear how true that still was as Jason and I were traveling the country together in 2014.

Two different Americas in the airports.

Two different Americas in the hotels.

Two different Americas in the schools.

Two different Americas for our mothers.

Two different Americas for him and me.

Just like the two different Americas for me and Jordan Davis.

Two different Americas, divided by racism. And those two Americas exist whether you are in Jacksonville, Boston, Baton Rouge, Madison, Albuquerque, New York, Orlando, Anchorage, or anywhere else in the country. It’s not a Black and white divide—it’s a racism divide, so it affects everybody: People of South and Central American descent. People of Mexican descent. People of Middle Eastern descent. Of South, Central, and East Asian descent. Alaska Natives. Indigenous people living in the United States. People of Pacific Islander descent. Black families who emigrated from Africa or the Caribbean or elsewhere. Black families descended from people who were brought to this country against their will or born in this country in slavery.

So, so many people of the Global MajorityI living in the United States.

And, yes, racism affects people who identify as white in the United States as well, wherever they might be from—but in a very different way, and we’re going to get to all of this.

And since those two different Americas are everywhere, racism affects everything in our daily lives.

Because:

Racism affects our life in schools.

On public transportation.

In the kind of food we have access to.

In the homes and neighborhoods we live in.

Racism affects the kind of healthcare we get, the kinds of jobs we get interviews for… You get the point.

It’s freaking everywhere.

And it divides.

Racism divides so that there is one America experienced by Black people, Indigenous people, and most people of the Global Majority, and there is another privileged America experienced by white people. And for white people like me, it’s all too common that we don’t talk much to one another about what it actually means to experience life in America as a white person. About the privileges we experience in our America.

In other words, although many of us talk about racism, we just don’t talk about being white and all the privileges we get because we’re white. All the things we don’t have to worry about or contend with, because we are white. White privilege. The privileges that come with being born white.

I’m not saying those privileges are a good thing. I’m saying they’re an unfair thing. And that’s what we need to talk about.

But maybe it’s not just racism we have a hard time talking about. Maybe it’s “race” in general. I remember this one time when I was in middle school. I was standing on the sidewalk outside a grocery store, and I heard two adult white women talking, just gossiping about things going on in town.

“Did you see the new girl they hired at the bank?” one woman asked the other. Then she leaned closer to the other woman and said in a hushed voice, “Well, you know, she’s Black.”

What the heck? Why did she whisper “Black”?

Oh, Brendan, you might say, but that was YEARS ago. (Well, even though this incident sounds like it was from 1950, it was the 1990s—which probably sounds the same to you anyway because that is all sooo last century.)

But even if that did happen in the last century, all these years later (okay, fine, it really is a lot of years later), I’m now an author, and sometimes I speak at schools. And when I do, so often—seriously, still to this day!—when I’m up on the stage and I call myself a “white boy,” it’s as if some giant vacuum cleaner in the sky just sucked all the air out of the room.

Husssssshhhhhh.

And every time I’m thinking, What the heck? (Again!) Why are we so afraid of just saying “Black” and “white”?

Probably because, for so many of us white people, we’ve been told that talking about race can be racist. Or we’ve been told that since we don’t experience the pain of racism, we shouldn’t talk about it. Or maybe (probably) it’s that we, or the adult white people in our lives, feel so confused and uncomfortable about it all, we’re hoping someone else will do all the talking about it so that we don’t have to fumble and make mistakes and make fools of ourselves, because we know race and racism aren’t just serious topics—they can be deadly serious topics.

I get it. I honestly do. I mean, I’m nervous as I type these words because I know I’m not going to get everything right. But I think I have to try. I think many of us white people have to try harder to have honest conversations about race and racism and what it means to be a white person experiencing another America (a privileged America) that racism divides and separates.

Because here’s the thing: Black, Indigenous, and many, many families who identify with and descend from people of the Global Majority are already having these conversations with one another. All. The. Time.

In fact, these conversations often take the form of this thing some people call “The Talk.”

A “talk” this white boy certainly never got.

(I hope the air didn’t suddenly get sucked out of the room right then. Because we’re just getting started, friends.)

I The one and only footnote in the entire book!!!

In this book, I’m trying to be as specific as possible and honor the way people identify racially and culturally. And even though I am writing about white privilege and white racial identity—which (necessarily) centers on whiteness—for the purposes of examination and awareness, when I refer to large groups of people that include Black people, Indigenous people, Latinx people, people of Asian descent, and all people who are often grouped together under the term “people of color” or BIPOC, I’ve chosen to use the term “the Global Majority.” I was inspired by my reading of Tiffany Jewell’s This Book Is Anti-Racist, where she, and many others involved with Montessori for Social Justice, explain that this term is more empowering and has nothing to do with “whiteness” or “color”—rather, it is a term that honors the power, magnitude, and overall ubiquity of people who do not identify as “white” across the whole planet.






3 So What Is This Talk I Never Got?


So maybe you’re (um, white) like me?

And maybe you grew up trusting law enforcement. Maybe you believe police officers are basically the “good guys.” There to protect the rest of us from the “bad guys.” I did. I grew up believing that the cops were called when someone was putting the rest of us in danger in some way.

But. I grew up in an almost exclusively white community and went to almost exclusively white schools (especially when I switched to a Catholic high school).

And in many communities and families of the Global Majority, kids do not grow up feeling the same way about the police. In fact, trusting law enforcement is a lot more complicated for them. And they are made aware of this starting from a very young age—in other words, they are given “The Talk.”

Most white kids don’t know this, don’t know what The Talk consists of, or why it’s even needed.

I sure didn’t know about it when I was twelve, or sixteen, or even into my twenties.

This is how it goes:

You’ve probably heard of George Floyd, but in case you haven’t, I should tell you a little about who he was first, because it is the monstrous act that was done to him that makes families have to have The Talk in the first place.

People always said George Floyd was a charismatic, friendly, and charming guy. His employers, his friends, and most importantly, his family talked about it all the time. And when he was growing up, they called him “Big Friendly.” He was already 6′6″ in high school, and he became a star tight end. In fact, he helped take his team all the way to the Texas state championship game in 1992—where they played in the Houston Astrodome!

Later in life, he got into some trouble with the law—with drugs and theft—but he left Texas and moved to Minneapolis for a fresh start. He worked as a security officer for a homeless shelter run by the Salvation Army, and at various bars. He was a rapper. He worked with his church’s ministry. He was the father of five children. And he was forty-six years old when he was arrested outside a convenience store for allegedly using a fake $20 bill, which shouldn’t have amounted to much, but turned quickly into a tragedy. The arresting officer got George Floyd onto the ground and then brutally forced a knee on his neck for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds, killing him.

This murder of yet another unarmed Black man by law enforcement sent ripples of cold recognition through too many families of the Global Majority across the country. In fact, it was just after George Floyd was killed that a friend of mine, who is Black, had to have his family’s Talk with his eight-year-old son, who is also Black. He sat his son down to tell him about what happened to George Floyd and why he needed to tell him about it.

“I knew,” my friend told me, “I’d have to hurt him a little now, to try to protect him in the long run.”
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