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Preface


———


I wrote this book because twenty years ago I needed to read it. I was not aware that I needed the words within these pages so I did not go in search of them. There is a chance that what I have penned here has been written on numerous occasions by numerous women like me. Nevertheless, I must submit this work as documentation.


Somewhere, I am certain, there is a young black woman curled up on a couch with a man she adores. This man has offered her his sperm and his last name. She wants to be as excited about this offer as he is. She wants to tell him she does want to marry him, but not right now. Maybe in a few years, when she feels ready. She hasn’t said this to him because it doesn’t feel like the truth.


Somewhere, I know, there is a black girl sitting on the floor of her studio apartment. She hasn’t replied to the email from her soror urging, Send me your resume. I can get you an interview for a position it takes most people years after graduation to be considered for. This black girl started her research during her final semester. A year later, she has done all the calculations. Thought about the obstacles and how they can be overcome. If she teaches English abroad for three to six years, she can pay off her student loans, travel to several parts of the world, and invest in a modest condo that she can sell off for a healthy profit if she chooses to return to the United States.


Somewhere, there is a black millennial who has stopped going to church because she no longer wants to pretend she is a believer. She was respectful of her parents’ belief the entire time she lived under their roof. She knew better than to express doubt in their god and irritation with the men who ran his church. Now that she is an adult, there is no longer a need for pretense.


Each of these black women thinks she is strange. She questions her reasoning and silences the thoughts that could mean she is insane. This is not what she should want. This is not how she should embark on black womanhood. She will make her choices regardless. The woman in love will not marry her good black man, nor will she birth and raise children. The college graduate will thank her soror for looking out for her before buying a one-way ticket to Thailand. The atheist will ignore her community’s prayers for her soul as she lives her life free of a desire for salvation.


But there will be this feeling they cannot shake: Something is not quite right about me. They won’t understand why their decisions about their lives cause so many whispers, invite unsolicited advice, and spark concern for their futures. And this quiet chastisement by their community will cause them to question their choices. Eventually, with enough reminders that they are unicorns, they will follow orders and try to chip away at the weird horn protruding from their foreheads.


It is with this book that I say to these women: Sis, you are not crazy. Neither are you alone.
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———


For Clarity’s Sake


1.


Let’s begin with what freedom is not.


I don’t seek a life in which I am connected to no one and no one is connected to me. I rejoice in the privilege of sharing this earthly space with those who uplift me, and even those who annoy me. I am committed to the well-being of my fellow humans, even though it is troublesome. I devote myself to the happiness of the people with whom I share this earth even though it requires much from me.


I don’t want to be alone. I am much too extroverted. My heart’s too big. I like to talk too much. I derive too much pleasure from engaging with people to propose that my emancipation is the metaphorical equivalent of a misguided monk sealing himself in a cave as he awaits Nirvana. If my entrance into enlightenment requires my exit from humanity, I choose this place we call present-day reality.


Freedom does not mean releasing oneself from any and all expectations.


To define freedom is not to write a treatise for the cowardly, the disconnected, the indifferent, and then declare such a document your well-earned escape.


We who believe in freedom also believe in people.


Ella Baker said, “We who believe in freedom will not rest until it comes.” But if we are to have the unrestricted movement to fight for the liberation of others, we must declare it for ourselves first.


2.


I COULD SHARE MY OWN STORY OF PUSHING BACK against the expectation that I exist solely in relation to my obligation to care for family. However, I have met so many other black women over the years whose journeys mirror my own. Women with stories of rejecting the notion that their choices must always consider the needs of others. One of these women is my good friend, Grace.


When Grace was twenty-three, she came home for a family reunion. She had graduated from college a year earlier and still had not made it back home to allow the elders in the family to fawn over her, to point to her as an example for younger cousins to emulate. She was looking forward to the moment when the old folk were out of earshot so she could “sell” college to her bored cousins in ways they would want to hear.


The chance to reconnect with family was coming at just the right time. A southerner by birth, when it came to selecting a school, Grace had made the safest choice for a lower-middle-class black girl whose parents had never left the town where they were born. She chose a college that was out of that town, but still in the South. Close enough for her mother to feel she was more or less home, yet far enough away for Grace to begin her calculated escape from the suffocation of small-town life to the exhilaration of a big city.


Grace’s mother had figured out what she was doing. Her daughter had been planning to call some other place home from the moment she announced she would be going to a college a four-hour drive away from her hometown. After graduation, she never even looked for a job in the city closest to the small town where her family lived. She didn’t respond to her mother’s hints about the eligible men who were buying houses with the income from their stable jobs only an hour away from where Grace had dirtied up her church clothes chasing after cousins in the backyard. Instead, Grace announced a move even farther away. And this move was not prompted by the acquisition of any tangible thing. Not only had she not found funding for a graduate school program, she had not even applied to any such program. She did not even have a good job already lined up in this new place.


While the rest of the family gossiped about the people who were absent from the reunion, Grace’s mother and aunts took her aside. “Are you forgetting you have a mother? That she needs you?” Her mother’s elder sister seemed offended that her niece had not even considered moving back home once she was done with her education.


Grace felt ambushed and confused. Her mother was not dying from an incurable disease; nor was she old and infirm—an invalid whose Social Security check would not stretch far enough to get her through her golden years.


“What are you talking about?” she asked. “What does she need me for?”


The aunts were vague. Grace’s mother was not. “I feel like if you would just come home, if you would just come back to be with us, everyone would be happier. I would be happier.”


How does an adult daughter respond to the suggestion that her life choices are tied to her mother’s happiness? Grace didn’t respond. She just moved.


For years, her visits back home were strained by her mother’s frequent reminders that she had chosen New York City over her family. Things were tense.


Here is what Grace and I both free ourselves from: the people who love us expecting us to contort ourselves into shapes that fit more neatly into their lives. Yes, Grace’s mother is an extreme version of what many families ask women to do all the time while pretending they are not asking us to do it in the first place. The demands made of Grace personify the expectations families place on the shoulders of girl children all around the world.


We will not chain ourselves to your expectations for us. You will not be allowed to direct our performance of daughter, sister, cousin, auntie, [insert any other role women are assigned that requires tending to some other person that is not herself].


Mothers. Fathers. Sisters. Brothers. Cousins. Uncles. Aunties. Playcousins. Playsisters. Playuncles. None are entitled to the blueprints of my life. None will be given the deed to my choices and allowed to edit them in ways that make the terms more amenable to their tastes.


Grace and I, on behalf of the women who have not yet proclaimed their freedom, would like it to be known that we will not be held accountable to the conditions and guidelines our families and communities decide are the best way for us to fulfill our responsibilities as members of the tribe. No one ever says the word “prison,” but it is an accurate description nonetheless. Barbed wire is wrapped around your throat as the people who love you whisper, “You need this just as much as I do.”


3.


SINGLE, HETEROSEXUAL MEN INTRIGUE ME. THOSE who believe that their singleness, straightness and ability to conduct themselves as adults should make them extraordinary in the eyes of single women fascinate me. Brenda, a close acquaintance, briefly dated one such heterosexual male. Years later, she is still awed at what those handful of dates taught her about the perception of black women who still choose themselves when given the option of a heterosexual male who is able to stand upright and blink simultaneously.


Michael mentioned his child to Brenda on their third date. “My son has managed to inherit my most annoying traits. It is maddening to argue with yourself.” Michael engaged in a hearty laugh that slowed when Brenda’s face reflected hesitancy instead of amusement.


“You have a son?” She retraced in her mind the exact number of times they had met somewhere to eat and/or go to a movie. Yup, it had been exactly two times before this one.


“Well, yes.”


“It took you a long time to tell me that.” Brenda tried to taper her voice so it didn’t sound accusatory. This was difficult to do, because she was accusing Michael of something: withholding from her that he was someone’s father.


“I wouldn’t really say that.” He sat up straighter in his chair, thrown off by Brenda’s reaction to the nonchalant mention of his child. “It just never came up before.”


Brenda still did not chuckle at his anecdote. She didn’t ask how old his son was or what kind of antics he got into. She noticed Michael noticing her inability to mask her irritation with his omitting a key piece of information—one that, she felt, a potential mate would tend to reveal on the first date.


“I don’t know why you look annoyed.” Unlike Brenda, Michael made no effort to take the accusation out of his voice. “Most women would be happy to meet a man who is devoted to his child and has a good relationship with him.”


Brenda decided there would not be a fourth date. When she told Michael she did not think they were a good fit, he implied that she had not given him a fair chance. As he explained that women sometimes took men’s stupid comments too seriously, Brenda replayed the sentence he had said to her several times in her mind.


Most women …


Most women would be happy …


Most women would be happy to meet a man …


By the third replay, she had heard what Michael was really saying, though he was smart enough not to have allowed the words to fall from his lips.


You are a strange woman to find an issue with my not leading with the fact that I’m a single father so you could make an informed decision about whether or not you wanted to be involved with me and my son and his mother.


And while Michael now tried to convince her that she was unaware of the mistake she was making by not pursuing courtship with him, Brenda found it hard not to burst into laughter. Perhaps, if it were still the twentieth century, Michael would have just said:


You are one of those uppity black women who is all about what you want and what you need and cannot be grateful that you have met a good black man who actually wants to date you and here you are, not laughing at the joke he made about his son that proves he is an active and engaged father.


When Brenda told me this story, she rolled her eyes as if to reiterate how irritated she still was years later. “During that period,” she said, “I wasn’t sure if I wanted the disruption in my life that children bring, but I was clear I preferred to date men who had not already started families with other women. What really agitated me, though, was his condescension. His tone implied that since I was no longer in my twenties and was now dating with a purpose, I was ridiculous for having boundaries or preferences that kept my best interest in mind.”


I have had versions of Michael sit across the table from me several times throughout adulthood. I have shocked them with my indifference to the stellar qualities they believed they possessed—qualities they believed most women would die for. They have been devout Christians whose homophobic rants over chicken Alfredo and breadsticks disqualified them from friendship, much less a relationship. They have been underemployed, brilliant intellectuals who I knew could not afford their own share on the international trips I would continue to take with or without them. They have been emotionally damaged therapy avoiders who had stable careers and were ready to settle down with a wonderful woman like me.


Most women would have died for men like them. I chose to keep breathing.


There are women who work hard to get chosen. They sit across tables from men who bore them and then accept yet another date, because mediocrity isn’t enough of a reason to rule out a man who appears ready to choose. They deny themselves sex in hopes that their chastity will yield a partner who will see them as superior to the women who remain un-chosen, yet sexually fulfilled. They date just-divorced men, overlooking all the glaring reasons why these men’s wives left them. They wait for these men to heal, praying that once the healing is done, they will be chosen.


There are women who are eager to compromise. They don’t want to move to the other side of the country, but the man who has chosen them already lives there. They don’t want to relinquish their Saturdays to swim meets and play dates, but the lord of the ring yearns for fatherhood. So, these women compromise.


For clarity’s sake …


Brenda and I believe in negotiation in all our relationships; we compromise for those who have our best interest in mind.


We are not impressed when men are nice to us because we expect basic human decency. We dole out this decency to others and tend to have it come back to us in most interactions. We do not find the black man with a job and a savings account to be a prize worth competing for because working every day and planning for the future are not extraordinary traits of adulthood.


It is not my intent to paint the women who are side-eyeing this entire section as less enlightened than me. I have no interest in examining and picking apart the institution of marriage, whether in its more traditional form or any modern version. I have no interest in analyzing how the institution traps (or doesn’t trap) women into a life of fairy-tale myths that they will spend most of their partnership unlearning. Neither do I intend to waste my words debating the value of any of the plethora of patronizing blogs and “books” framed as advice to help me figure out why I am walking around in this world with a naked ring finger.


I am not married because I do not want to be. I am not married because I have not seen any iteration of the institution that inspires me to want it. To work for it.


A chance to get chosen does not move me.


I am single because I am enough for me.


4.


I HAVE ALREADY MADE MY CHOICE. DISCUSSIONS about its ramifications on anyone other than myself will not be entertained.


Brenda, Grace, and I have crawled down from the cross you have become so accustomed to seeing us nailed to, our bleeding hands and bulging eyes praised as holy sacrifice. Affix your gaze on that old, rugged cross; martyrs no longer hang here.
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———


The S Word


Don’t get me wrong, I respect Oprah. She is a good role model, but …”


The sixteen-year-old girl who was beginning her hesitant approval of the black woman who needs no last name had impressed me from the moment she walked into the Police Athletic League (PAL) in Hollis, Queens. I thought I wanted to be a comic. So I’d moved to the city everyone moves to when they think they want to be an artist. As it turned out, my pay-the-bills hustle was growing on me faster than my try-to-be-a-comic hustle. I was traveling around the five boroughs doing writing workshops in public school classrooms and community centers. The work was giving me a perspective on New York City I don’t think I would have gotten in any other gig. Which brings us back to the PAL facility in Hollis, Queens and the teenaged girl who was about to disparage Oprah.


Something about this young lady had piqued my interest when she walked in late and apologetic. She, like her peers, had some standard after-school job a few times a week and only did this program for “underprivileged youth” because it was a quick way to make a few more bucks without wasting a swipe on the subway. She wouldn’t admit that she was drawn to the chance to improve academic skills she knew she had not fully honed even after many years of formal education; she postured as if it were just the $100 stipend she’d get at the end of the month that motivated her. The goal of saving up for the perfect prom dress—not the writing tasks that had to be rewritten the following week after reading my comments—was what brought her out each week, even in the bitterness of January.


But, unlike her peers, she was self-possessed. During discussions, there was an honesty hidden in her comments that disarmed me. She seemed unafraid to admit, in coded speech that her counterparts couldn’t hear, that much of her posturing was bullshit and she needed more than the people in her life could give her.


“She has made all this money and is keeping it all for herself.” The young woman shook her head as if she had just exposed Oprah as a suspected human trafficker. “I mean, you don’t want to share your money with a husband? Okay, I can understand that, I guess. But not even kids? You don’t want to even have your own children? So it’s gonna be all about you your ENTIRE life?”


And then the S word was dropped.


It came from another student in the room and was accepted without hesitation by the self-possessed girl.


“It does seem selfish, huh?”


I was around these girls’ age when that word was applied to me with the same ease and for the same reason that she was now applying it to Oprah.


You are selfish.


When people my own age accused me of it, the implication was clear. To be selfish, specifically this type of selfish, was as shameful as if I had been called the other S word. The one the girls who wore too-short skirts and had too many ex-boyfriends in their brief dating history were called.


Adults, because they possessed more sophisticated shaming strategies, employed subtle tones to communicate that girls like me should not make it their goal to turn into women like me. “I remember thinking like that when I was young,” they said, chuckling away my silly notion that I could grow into an adult human without bearing at least one child, regardless of how much I did not want one. “But, ya know, when you get older, your life becomes about more than just you.”


You are selfish.


The word was quite effective in shaming me years ago. When I was still my students’ age, it was expert at silencing me. I remember conversations that went along these lines:


Random Person: You know, when you have kids …


Me: I don’t think I will be having kids.


Random Person: (blank stare, chuckle, or awkward silence) Well, you are still young, so I can understand why you’d be so selfish now, but you’ll grow out of that.


This statement was often followed by a lecture of varying lengths that included: extolling the virtues of child rearing, pontificating on the trauma I must have experienced in such a short life to warrant my rejection of motherhood, and pointing out that I had never even known the joy of looking into my baby’s eyes for the first time.


Me: Um … well, I don’t know. Maybe it’s just not … (silence)


I don’t know why my younger self knew what the sixteen-year-old girls in my writing class also knew. If I could have found a rationale for choosing not to have children, I would have been allowed to speak. If I had said I was afraid of the sacrifice involved in parenting and not just unwilling to make it, I would have earned the right to continue to assert myself. If I had confessed doubt in my ability to be a good mother instead of my lack of desire to be one, this other person would have invited me into further dialogue. I needed some other motive besides my unapologetic selfishness. But the only reason I had for not wanting children was not wanting to put a child’s never-ending needs before mine. And once I was assigned the descriptor of selfish, my only recourse was silence. I had been accused of the most horrid crime any non-male person could commit: to think myself so important that I would make decisions that guaranteed the person I valued most—me—would remain my top priority.


PAMELA IS A HIGH SCHOOL TEACHER IN HER THIRTIES. When she was younger and was accused of the horrendous crime of selfishness, the words she offered in response are proof that the point of using the S word was to shame the black woman who was avoiding motherhood. “I would get very irritated,” she says. “And defend myself.”


This defense took the form of résumé dropping. Pamela ticked off all the ways in which she cared for her niece and nephew. She cited all the times she babysat when she could have been at home reading. She listed the expensive gifts she bought her preteen niece because she had disposable income. “I am the best auntie of any auntie that has ever auntied,” she’d say, and in doing so reshape herself into the image her community needed to see. An image of a caretaker—one so nurturing she even cared for the children of others.


The more auntie accomplishments Pamela ticked off to a person who had accused her of selfishness, the more forgiving that person became of her rejection of motherhood. She didn’t have her own children, but she was helping with other people’s children. Yes, she was who they needed her to be. “The message that I had to compensate for not having my own children was clearly communicated to me, even when I was still in college,” Pamela says.


At thirty-five, Pamela just chuckles now when the S word is flung her way. She finds the word and the person slinging it comically absurd. “Stop doing shit I can’t do! Stop being this other type of black woman—one I never even thought about being!” But as a late adolescent, she knew from others’ reactions that to choose herself for no other reason than wanting to live for herself was to reject some sacred agreement that the women before her had signed with Black America. A poorly drafted, binding contract with suspect explanations of benefits and no beginning or ending date that could be renegotiated.


“See, black folk love them some patriarchy,” Pamela says without flinching. “Even though we been doing the shit wrong for generations, all the women cling to our twisted performance of patriarchal roles like it’s Lauryn’s final concert and she has pinky-promised to show up on time.” Women get something for submitting and taking the shit of the community in a functional patriarchy. They pop out babies, care for them, and submit to husbands, and in return, those husbands protect and provide for them. The women take care of house and home and the men get to make grand, life-altering decisions that impact the lives of everyone in that home—“They lead their flock to the greenest pastures, like the pastor used to say when I used to go to church.”


According to Pamela, black women often “submit” and “commit” to the requirements of female gender roles even when the men for whom they are having babies expect them to fulfill every other role in the house and community. “And then when you have the nerve to subvert the role of woman, to claim autonomy over your life, these women who are doing everything but getting little in return get big mad at you.” Often, it is other women who throw out the S word with special, spit-laden disgust at we black girls who save up for our own tubal ligations and not our daughter’s sweet sixteen party.


When I look back on the inappropriate questions and lectures I endured during my younger days, the most appalled and downright angry responses to my saying, “I don’t want the lifestyle of a parent” came from women who had boasted about the pinky toe they’d given to their youngest (who needed a new one for school) and the right arm they’d ripped off from their shoulder (because their oldest had outgrown his during a baseball match). It is as if my voicing disinterest in their brand of sacrifice was somehow negating our entire culture’s uplifting of this blessed sacrifice as moral superiority.
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