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I dedicate this book to my Self because I put in that work.






FOREWORD by Tanya Denise Fields [image: ]


How do we take care of ourselves beyond surviving another day? How do we surrender our bodies to the extraction of capitalism and all its raggedy symptoms? In the narratives and analyses in the literary tome, there’s a thread that weaves through them all. The destructiveness of such systems, yes, but the restoration that community provides us to pivot, to grieve, to celebrate, to unpack, to activate, and to (re)imagine.

This book is long overdue.

The overlooked. The easily dismissed. The victim and survivors of respectability politics. Those of us for whom the conversation of self-care is never broached because we have long been taught and encouraged to hate ourselves. This book is for us.

It’s a profitable business; instilling self-loathing and sabotage into “consumers” is one of the pillars of anti-Blackness and misogynoir. Capitalism has kidnapped and commodified the act of self-care while warping the communities and at large the society that facilitates it. Because in capitalism, self-care is a luxury, and the luxuries you have access to determine your worth. Capitalism has long shown cash-poor and working-class Black folx we ain’t shit and constructed societies that validate that.

But Black folx, especially queer Black folx, are alchemists, turning pyrite into gold, giving vibrance, life, and culture to a country built on stolen land awash in the blood and bodies of its Indigenous and African captives. And in spite of and because we resist, we shape-shift to somehow create a little bit of what we need, and then we amplify it, not only saving ourselves from the brink but also uttering the strength to pull the rest of the world with us.

I, a dark-skinned, Black, queer mama of six children, was gentrified and displaced out of my childhood neighborhood. I am intimately acquainted with the lack of accessible respite from these systems and how they deregulate our nervous system and negatively impact our quality of life. These systems embed themselves into the minutiae of daily life, disconnecting us from our greatest source of self-care, which is, ironically, community and one another. Ironic because modern-day thought wants us to believe that self-care happens in isolation and in silos, but in fact, it does not, and it cannot.

Acts and rituals of self-care are our inheritance, but somewhere along the way, like everything else we have been so generous in sharing, it no longer belonged to us; we no longer had agency, or we no longer benefited. We found ourselves dog paddling in the proverbial waters, barely staying afloat, while everyone around us felt entitled to our labor, our joy, our trauma, our resilience, our resistance, our words, our fleeting softness, our honey, our speckled, sweet black vanilla paste of sass and beauty. We are fighting against the tide and those who have foisted themselves up by locking their arms around our necks and pushing down.

Hood Wellness sends rescue. It empowers us to know our value beyond productivity and activates the somatic knowledge of rest as a right and the ultimate act of self-preservation. Hood Wellness begs us to imagine who we are beyond what someone or something has done to us, and it lays bare the outright lie that self-care and holistic wellness can be sold to you in expensive packaging and slick ads.

My intersection deeply informs how I move. We must all divest from this white, sanitized, commodified version of wellness and find our way back to wellness that challenges systems that not only facilitate healthy environments but also create subversive community-based spaces. Spaces that cradle us in their wombs and unlock our ability to care for ourselves.

As the founder and executive director of the Black Feminist Project, I have spent the better part of the last fifteen years creating soft spaces for Black women, femmes, and children to not only land but to imagine, dream, and care for themselves. We’ve created a lush urban farm, Black Joy Farm, and anchored in mutual aid and care like the Alice Fields Community Center for Black Women, Girls, and Marginalized Genders. The community center includes a free boutique and children’s play area where parents can allow their Black children to fully be children while they rest. I knew our liberation was not going to come in the form of relentless labor, unending frontline activism, or the expectation that we be docile mules for our families and communities with the expectation of nothing in return.

Systems of oppression in a white supremacist and anti-Black world function only to consume us. It cares none for our inherent cosmic value. The only need it has for us is to be a body that can be exploited until it no longer functions to serve the Empire. The bodies most expendable? Cash-poor Black marginalized genders, people living with disabilities, queers, fat people, those who don’t wield the capital of desirability, the houseless ones, the ones without husbands and a gaggle of babies, and on and on. I know this all too well.

Voluntary martyrdom has not and will not save or free us.

This book will be yet another tool in our arsenal at the Black Feminist Project to embolden those who enter through our doors looking for relief, rest, respite, and rescue. Hood Wellness will strengthen our language and sharpen our praxis. It leans heavily into our ancestral norm of storytelling as bearing witness and documentation. It will serve as another bright light on the path that Black folx are forging toward a liberation that does not consistently require the victimization and sabotage of our bodies and spirit.

Hood Wellness is a literary guide in the spirit of the Underground Railroad; it leads us not only to how we truly care for ourselves but also how we do it with care, grace, tenderness, forgiveness, and compassion for one another.
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    I’m writing from my spacious New Orleans apartment. It’s centrally located in one of the better, more affluent neighborhoods in the city. The kind where white women walk small dogs and white men walk large ones. All my produce is organic, meaning it costs twice as much and lasts half as long. I don’t own an expensive-ass Peloton, but it’s not because I can’t afford it. I prefer to work out in my at-home gym or go for power walks with one of the wealthy divorcées in my neighborhood. Our pools are in the backyard, and we open our shutters first thing in the morning.

At forty-one years old, this is the first time in my adult life that I’m living on my own, outside the hood. Life has changed drastically for me over the past two years. I always imagined that when I got to this place of privilege, I would finally feel qualified to unpack this mostly legal framework on inclusive and communal care. I believed it needed to be sanitized, perfected, and modeled by my “successful” lifestyle. I was prepared to give the wholesome “manifest yourself to bliss” variation that everyone loves. But a panel discussion I attended here in New Orleans changed all that.

“I wish I would have been braver.”

Jarvis DeBerry, author of Feel to Believe, said those words. Feel to Believe is a collection of his best columns for New Orleans’s The Times-Picayune publication. It was during a panel discussion of his book, and the crowd was filled with locals who admired and supported him. Jarvis’s confession answered the question, “Is there anything you wish you would have done differently in your book?”

I sat in the audience at the Community Book Center, stunned. I found Feel to Believe to be raw and unapologetic. For twenty years, DeBerry publicly observed, reviewed, and called out the systems of oppression and the people who uphold them in the Crescent City. He shared details behind the heartbreaking last photo he would take with his dying mother. He shamed local gangs and drug dealers for the grip of violence they held over the city. He called out local and state politicians, by name, for their greed and corruption. Lack of an answer never stopped him from asking questions that mattered, and if Black New Orleanians were living it, he was writing about it.

How is that not brave?

The human in me struggled to understand, but as a Black writer I knew exactly what he meant.

One of the greatest challenges of storytelling is getting the reader to, as Jarvis states, “feel to believe.” Believe that even though the story you read isn’t your own, it still matters to you. In a small, unique way, just by reading it, it’s with you now. You can’t get anybody to believe anything if you’re unwilling to tell the truth. And, for Black writers, this requires us to speak truths that the world has been trying to convince us are lies. It demands that we stroll through the fire and the flames of the very same institutions that keep them rising. You can’t spit that kind of storytelling without being brave.

New Orleans may be a progressive city, but it’s still located in one of the country’s most oppressive states. It’s easy to imagine last-minute pivots or “subtle” change requests from higher-ups that would, even slightly, encourage Jarvis to think twice before pushing send on the whole truth. His open confession struck a nerve in me that shifted the direction of Hood Wellness.

Today my lifestyle is comfortable, but don’t get it twisted; I’m for the streets. I’m only a few years removed from my days of hustling back home in New York. Stealing is a gift I’m grateful for, solely because it’s kept me fed and clothed when I was without the means to do so legally. I’ve also resorted to selling drugs so I could make rent… and sometimes getting kicked out because, against rule number four of the game, I had a penchant for getting high on my own supply. I’m a high school dropout who spent the first twenty years of my adulthood slinging beers and burgers in the food service industry.

The kind of self-care that got me this far is a long cry from day spas and smelly candles. My wellness can be as tough as Mayweather, but trust, I glow better than people who spend more than twenty-five dollars on face cream.

There are a total of nine voices in Hood Wellness, including my own. We’re sharing our rock bottoms, breakthroughs, scars, and tough lessons. Each experience is different from the other, but they all share something in common—we went through a major challenge that was unique because of our personal identities, yet, by relying on our desire for more and the strength from our respective communities, we got well, together. For some, it demanded that we become the embodiment of the community we craved. Telling these stories leaves many of us feeling vulnerable, aware that our paths to wellness are roads that are often traveled but rarely celebrated. We tell these stories anyway, to offer reflection and community for the readers who came out the mud like us. We also lend our testimonies because doing so releases us from the grip of societal shame that says we’re not supposed to be free in our full, gloriously intersectional identities.

I believe that’s the bravery that Jarvis so passionately spoke of. Perhaps it’s the kind that can only take place when two or more individuals team up. Even truth needs support in the face of systems of oppression.

There are stories in Hood Wellness that are bound to leave you inspired and hopeful. But nobody’s here to serve as your cautionary tale. Don’t reduce these powerful testimonies to serve as an example of how “grateful” you should be for your life. It’s normal to walk away feeling emotional for the lives of those of us drowning on dry land, but these testimonies are not trauma porn. Be inspired, but don’t get weird about it.

I’m not a teacher, guru, or authority. Hood Wellness isn’t a how-to kind of book. It’s a reflection of the power of community and an affirmation that, regardless of our intersections and hardships, there is more for us when we walk together. Each testimony holds space for you to figure out how to do this in a way that works best for you.

Ultimately, there’s no crystal strong enough to transmute the fluidity of racism. And there is no breathing technique to protect trans and other marginalized genders from the hatred-fueled laws and assaults against their bodies. For those of us who exist within marginalized intersections, our wellness can never be in pursuit despite our identities. Instead, our wellness must always prioritize it. Hood Wellness is centered in an intersectional framework that demands space and support for the most marginalized. It calls for a community that not only “tolerates” but amplifies, centers, and serves those most vulnerable to discrimination, oppression, and other societal hardships.

I hope this book will change your life, motivate you to stay hydrated, and triple the zeros in your bank account. In all honesty, I doubt it. Still, whenever one of us overcomes our challenges by receiving help from our respective communities, it becomes a collective win. And we need all the wins we can get.

Be well,

Tami







SECTION I Care & Body [image: ]


WHAT’S YOUR CURRENT relationship like with your body? How safe is your body in your home? What about your city and state? Do you need assistance taking care of your body? How mobile are you, physically? Has anything changed over the years? Have you had anything removed? Go numb? Just stop working?

Many of us live with physical disabilities, mental illness, neurodivergence, and/or other conditions that play a significant role in our relationship with our bodies. That’s not even factoring in the impact of racism, sexism, poverty, and other societal conditions.

“Care & Body” is dedicated to exploring and unpacking the nuances of wellness with various bodily challenges, experiences, and breakthroughs. As you read these stories and testimonies, consider your relationship with your body, how well it is or isn’t received when you step out into the world, and the judgments you make about the bodies of others. Don’t be shocked when your ableism or discrimination rears its ugly head—you’ll learn from my testimony that before I could genuinely appreciate My Body, I had to stop treating it like an asshole.
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“There’s a funny way that some people interact with those they deem physically unattractive.”

—TARANA BURKE, Unbound: My Story of Liberation and the Birth of the MeToo Movement



CONTENT WARNING: SEXUAL ASSAULT, SUBSTANCE ABUSE, SUICIDE

Are the handcuffs too tight?” he asked.

“No,” I lied.

Scott panted—practically heaved—as he squished his body on top of mine. I lay there, still and unaroused.

Next, the feet. He kissed My Body while wiggling his way down. His lips, thin as paper clips, tickled against my skin.

“Can I suck your feet, baby?” he whispered. I nodded, biting my lower lip to hold back the giggle that rose within me. That part of Scott’s little routine underwhelmed me the most. He wanted to be the aggressor and tie me up but then ask to suck my toe, Mother, May I? style. Scott was hypocritical in that way. Like, how he loved to rant about the best restaurants in New York City, but he never wanted to venture five miles outside our hometown on Long Island. Even after blessing him with my unconditional submission, which he begged for, he didn’t know what to do with it. If he understood how badly My Body craved someone else being in control, he would have put some bass in his tone and stopped playing with my big toes.

I was about to drift into a sea of intrusive thoughts when he made his way back to my face, grabbed me by the chin, and forced eye contact. I tried to focus on his blue eyes, but my gaze wandered to the spot where the deep wrinkles in his forehead surrendered to his receding hairline. How old was he when he realized that parts of him were disappearing? I wondered. How old was I? Ten years Scott’s junior, I spent most of our relationship imagining what he was doing to his body when he was my age.

Next came the blindfold, and I was so relieved. The twenty minutes that followed felt like an eternity as Scott pulled, pinched, choked, and spanked me. He turned My Body around like a rotisserie chicken, locking and unlocking the handcuffs, hoping I’d tell him they were too tight, only for him to torture me more by making them even tighter. My discomfort was palpable, but I was committed to the choreography of it all. His pleasure with My Body was more important to me than how My Body felt.

When the kink wasn’t enough to make him cum, I said the things he wanted to hear. I made him believe there were parts of me that only he had access to. I let him think he gave me something I couldn’t get anywhere else.

“Daddy, you feel so good.” It felt okay.

“Ugh, you’re so big! I can’t take it!” Lies.

“You make me so wet!” I moaned. That was one of Scott’s personal favorites. He didn’t realize that, as a twenty-five-year-old hottie who was just waking to her sexual consciousness, everything made me wet. Whispers in my ear in a crowded bar. A lingering stare in the produce aisle. Questions like, “Can I buy you a drink?” and, “Is that your real hair?” The attention made me wet, and it was the one thing Scott was good at giving me.

After he came, he went through the process of uncuffing me. Once my hands were free, I snatched off the blindfold and sat up. I began scooting toward the edge of the bed to make room for Scott to spread out like a starfish, still sweating, panting profusely. A giant human meatball is what he reminded me of. He was an Irish American real estate agent. He had none of the attributes that usually aroused me in a man—he wasn’t tall, he wasn’t Black, and he wasn’t smart. But he liked me, and my yearning to be liked and desired outweighed any of my preferences back then.

While I headed to the kitchen to make him a sandwich, I thought about my time with Scott and what it boiled down to. The original appeal that lured me into his world was more superficial than I’d wished to realize. I thought his Jeep was cool. He was also an Aries, always had good blow, and seemed to like me. Sort of. Still, the more I thought about the unlimited access I’d given him to my life, time, and body, the more it started to sting.

A few weeks later, we parted ways for good. I was bored with his basic-bro, small-town lifestyle, and he was tired of paying my cell phone bill and filling up my gas tank. None of that mattered in the end. After spending my teens as a fat ugly duckling, I had lost weight, learned how to glue in weave tracks properly, and was finally cashing in on the currency of having a young and desirable body. And by currency, I mean privileges.

In the ten years that followed, I used My Body like a chariot, allowing it to whisk me off to places and people that helped me forget everything that had happened to it. I used drugs and alcohol and sex and food and chaos as fuel, taking me from one crisis to the next.

At twenty-seven, I spent two days drinking and getting high with strangers on Fire Island. During that time, I ingested alcohol, cocaine, weed, Vicodin, two packs of cigarettes, and ecstasy. After hours of moaning in a catatonic state, I was told there was “too much” heroin in the ecstasy. My friends held a junkie vigil, taking turns sitting with me throughout the night to make sure I didn’t die in my sleep. That would be the first of several wake-up calls that I would snooze through; it was always hard to tell a crisis from a hiccup because My Body wore self-destruction so well.

My Body loved dancing on bar tops in seedy parts of town. Bending over backward for the attention of sleazy men who didn’t deserve to drink my bathwater. Back then, My Body was sleek and statuesque—a curvy waist with tits that never needed a bra. Tight Juicy Couture sweatpants and a lace Victoria’s Secret thong wrapped around my waist. I once wore a white T-shirt with no bra and won third place in a wet tee contest (I should have won). One night, on a Long Island Railroad train ride home, I lifted my top for all to see, and I yelled, “My Body IS A FUCKING WONDERLAND!”

Eventually, I got tired of the mundane suburban life offered by my hometown of Bay Shore, Long Island, and took off for Manhattan. I lived there for years, continuing to work as a food server and bartender—a hustle that seemed promising at first. But eventually, my wild ways caught up with me, and I partied harder than I worked.

Society has conditioned us to believe that our bodies are only as valuable as they are “normal” and impressive by white supremacist, patriarchal meathead standards. Not only did I understand this, but I also modeled my life around that fallacy. Being beautiful meant everything to me, mainly because I knew how important it was to everyone else. While I wasn’t doted on as beautiful as a child, it was something I gained access to in adulthood, and I took advantage of it thoroughly. Beauty became a drug that I craved and measured my worth against. On the days when I felt pretty, I was kind to myself. And the days I felt ugly, I usually acted like an asshole.

By my mid-thirties, I was a full-blown urban degenerate, and another worrisome binge resulted in losing my wallet and cell phone. I was recovering by cuddling up with my best friend/soulmate, Danny, in the apartment I shared with my asshole roommate. We were listening to Janet Jackson’s Rhythm Nation 1814 when Danny asked a question that changed my life.

“Aren’t you tired of this?”

“How can anyone ever get tired of Janet Jackson?” I asked.

“Girl, I’m not talking about Janet. I’m talking about your life!” He ran down the series of L’s I had taken since living in the city. The impact that late-night partying and one-night stands with losers had on my spirit.

Six weeks later, I moved back home with my parents on Long Island. I decided that Danny was right and gave up sex, alcohol, and substances. This would last several months, until I gradually began drinking and smoking pot in moderation. However, I haven’t touched cocaine since, and the celibacy would last for almost eight years.

I also got rid of my extensive collection of waist trainers, tummy teas, lace fronts, faux lashes, and all the other accessories I swore by.

I immediately felt liberated. And ugly.

Over time, My Body began to change. It went from chariot to bulky luggage; instead of getting swept away, I was suddenly grounded in these limbs and human parts that started to bloat and expand. My Body had known no greater appetite suppressant than drugs; without them, my only high came from compulsive eating. And then there was the issue of my teeth. Cocaine stripped them of their enamel while eating away at my gums and bone. Within one year after getting clean, they appeared to look longer and thinner, with an unusual gap appearing between my two front teeth. Within three years, it evolved from a small slit of space to a gaping hole that resembled a two-car garage.

During this transition, I attended a social justice event in upstate New York. I was talking with a Black woman from Detroit named Zora was talking about the misogynoir-fueled violence that had been popping up online—the “Is this Black woman’s skirt too short?” and “Is this Black girl dressed too provocative?” memes. Images of Black women doing everyday things but posed with a question that suggests she’s not doing it right or righteously. Zora was a petite, slender woman. Deep dark-toned skin with not a single blemish. She was bald, intentionally. And, because of her bone structure, her brows, skin, and shiny head seemed to all work together, making me feel as though there was no other look she should have embodied.

She was pointing out that it’s only and always Black marginalized genders who are under the microscope of body ridicule. We’re always expected to present ourselves in such a way that there’s no question if our skirt is too short. I was certain she was making a good point, but I was also stoned, so I mostly nodded along, agreeing with the general vibe of the conversation. But then she said something that snatched my edges. She said, “You know what it’s like being overlooked. I mean, you’re a fat, unambiguously Black woman. I know you get it!”

Well, damn.

There it was—the sum total of my intersection neatly laid out before me. Fat. Unambiguously Black. Woman. Any single one of those identities is a challenge to navigate, but when combined, I became the antagonist. The words felt so foreign and unsavory paired with my identity. There was no room for beautiful, hypnotic, or even statuesque. Somewhere between slinging drinks near Times Square to serving endless soups and salads in Bay Shore, I transitioned from hot to not; I hated that for me.

I returned home from that event, determined to divest from this pitiful attachment I had with beauty. I understood that I no longer lived in the body that was welcomed on bar tops and adored by men. Not only did I understand, but I accepted, even embraced that. I truly preferred being fat, healthy, and honest instead of thin and strung out, desperate for attention. Still, there was a time when beauty truly felt like a superpower, and I missed having that kind of edge.

The more I reflected on my codependency on needing to be seen as beautiful, I realized how much of my character and identity I compromised for it. One of the lightbulb moments came from owning how I leveraged my Cuban ethnicity to other myself out of being recognized as “just Black.” Just Black, as in, you are only Black without the additive of another preferred race or ethnicity. While I don’t possess a socially-preferred Latina phenotype, I understood that being recognized as “more” than Black American was a loophole that inched me closer to exceptionalism.

“Mi padre es Cubano, pero mi Español es no bueno,” I would say to supervisors who wanted to know if I was bilingual or had any other “special” skills. This announcement gave a healthy distance between my identity and the one slapped on a box of Aunt Jemima pancake mix. By announcing that I’m Latina, I get to float under the umbrella of “other,” more specifically, “exotic.”

The broken-Spanish sentence I’ve been repeating since childhood comes with another hidden perk; it opens the door for me to reveal that not only do I know my father, but my father is also more than “just Black” and my father is also still married to my mother, which means I come from a two-parent household! That was usually the cherry on top that completed my exceptionally exotic, beautiful, unambiguously Black schtick.

I’m not proud to admit that I leveraged my proximity to anti-Black standards and behaviors for my own personal gain. But I’m not ashamed either. My ethnicity, My Body, my hair, and about every fiber of me had a societal currency attached to it—one that was as interchangeable and conditional as the last. My thinking back then was, If I can’t dismantle my marginalization, why shouldn’t I benefit from it any way I can?

After years of mistreating My Body, living without a single care about the long-term effects of my dangerous lifestyle and reckless decisions, I had made it out alive. I knew more than a few kids who couldn’t say the same. Friends who died in their sleep, their hearts finally exhausted from pumping oxycodone. Friends who died in their totaled cars after crashing them into trees during a night of drinking. A few months before I returned home, an old classmate from Bay Shore High, Rianna, died from a fentanyl overdose.

As hard as I tried to shake it, I couldn’t ignore the fact that, while I was happy to be alive but resentful that I wasn’t beautiful anymore, even in understanding that my desire to be validated as beautiful wouldn’t even exist if I weren’t on the lower end of societal preference. But it did exist, and to live a life that resembled healthy and good, I was going to have to get over needing to be my old version of beauty and love the skin I was in, or whatever. I was willing to move forward, but accepting this new reality of unprettiness enraged me. So much so that I was angered by anyone who was anywhere near a proximity of external beauty who shrugged it off or failed to acknowledge the privileges that came with it. It was during this time that Glennon Doyle said something that pissed me off in all the right ways.

“I was a really cute kid,” Doyle confessed during one of her more popular We Can Do Hard Things podcast episodes. She explained her understanding of the currency of beauty at an early age because of how adults embraced and doted on her. However, when she hit her pubescent years, the transition of being treated as regular instead of beautiful took a major toll on her self-image. As the podcast goes on, she unpacks the correlation between beauty and the commentary and societal judgment from it.

It wasn’t Glennon’s personal experience that got on my nerves. After all, the pressure for girls to present as pretty, adorable, and/or cute is a universal expectation. Girls of every race, ethnicity, and orientation understand what life offers girls who are deemed beautiful and those who are not. The thing that Glennon touched on that pissed me off, in a good way, was the fact that her opinion was so deeply steeped in the master narrative.

The master narrative is what Toni Morrison once described as the default identity society uses to describe as the “norm,” be it people, experiences, art, and otherwise. The standard doll is blonde-haired, fair-skinned, and blue-eyed. In romance stories, the couple is white, and the girl next door is the slightly quirky, cute white girl from the average nuclear family. Beauty has always been defined by the master narrative, inflexible in its insistence that white is synonymous with beauty.

When Glennon talks about her proximity to beauty, she speaks of it like a person who was born into it and bore the pressure of maintaining it. Whereas, for a Black girl like me, beauty was the thing outside my proximity, provoking me to reach and attain it constantly.

I was rarely called beautiful as a child, especially not by my mother. I was groomed to look neat and presentable, not pretty. I was a heavyset child, so Mom spent a lot of time telling me in dressing rooms, “You’re too big for that.” And pretty clothes like dresses and skirts came with the responsibility of keeping my legs closed. I liked to sit the way boys sit, my legs spread open and my feet miles apart. That’s not the way you’re supposed to sit in dresses and skirts, so I was forced to wear pants—large pants. Never too tight. “You’re too big for that.”

This isn’t to say that Black girls and women aren’t beautiful, don’t have access to our beauty, or are otherwise unaware of it. Quite the contrary, which is why the act of one Black woman acknowledging the beauty of another is always top-tier flattery. The satisfaction in such recognition is attributed to Black women’s fine understanding of natural, pure beauty outside the racist, patriarchal standards of attraction. And, more often than not, the only ones who affirm our beauty are each other.

As a Black woman, I’ve spent most of my life trying to bend and fold to the master narrative’s definition of beauty, one that was intentionally designed to exclude my Black ass. Any chance I have of recognizing my beauty is reliant on other Black women who willingly affirm it. One of the most attractive women in the world, who has consistently exuded nothing but beauty, internally and aesthetic-wise, has always been demeaned, dismissed, misrepresented, and rarely viewed in the light her beauty deserves. It has nothing to do with her looks and everything to do with the fact that she’s an unambiguous Black woman. Her name is Serena Williams.

Serena Williams spent her entire lifetime, from youth, studying and perfecting her tennis game, and it showed with every win. Of the 423 tennis matches she played in, she won 367 of them. In 2003 and 2015, the tennis industry used the name Serena Slam to describe the tennis god holding four slam wins at the same time. She’s won four Olympic gold medals, matched only by her sister Venus, who has also won four top prizes at the Olympics. She’s also shaped like a Coca-Cola bottle with flawless skin, impeccable fashion taste—both on and off court—and a sportsmanship that’s steeped in professionalism and integrity. She is just as brilliant and beautiful a person as she is a tennis star. Yet, most commentary about her in media refers to her as aggressive, unprofessional, and even “unladylike.”

“No Butts About It,” was the headline of a 2006 National Post article about Serena Williams’s body. The write-up went on to dissect her physical attributes, putting heavy emphasis on the fact that Serena’s shape was very on-brand for Black girls, specifically her thick ass. After announcing that she intended on celebrating a recent win by dancing, the article suggested that those who occupied the hotel room below hers “spent the night dodging plaster,” a clear dig at her physique and body size.

In a 2009 FOXSports.com write-up, Jason Whitlock’s big-headed ass had the guile to say that Serena Williams was an underachiever: “With a reduction in glut, a little less butt and a smidgen more guts, Serena Williams would easily be as big as Michael Jackson, dwarf Tiger Woods and take a run at Rosa Parks.” In that one sentence, Whitlock attacked Williams’s body, race, and gender.

People write off the disparaging insults made against Serena Williams as simply sexist commentary. However, there are a litany of women athletes who, while facing various forms of gender discrimination, have never been vulnerable to such vitriol about their actual aesthetic. What makes it different for Serena is the fact that she is both a woman and Black. The overlapping oppression of gender and race too often leads to the cruelest of treatment toward Black women and other marginalized genders.

I grew up hearing a lot of offensive remarks about Serena Williams’s body. Apparently, her sheer existence in her natural form was offensive because it didn’t fit societal standards of “small” or “feminine.”

If that’s how they treat one of the greatest athletes in the world, what are they going to say about my flat ass? I often wondered. The hyperawareness that I was deemed lesser than simply for being Black and a woman was more than enough for me to do anything and everything I could to evade ridicule. Suddenly, beauty was no longer about a look and had everything to do with a lifestyle.

That whole “Love the skin you’re in; beauty is within” crap just ain’t gonna cut it with the levels of misogynoir My Body is exposed to daily. I need to know that I am beautiful and feel my beauty fully when I leave the house. I know enough to understand that I’m not going to find it in my makeup bag or the tightest clasp of my waist trainer, but still, my beauty must be reflected to me when I look in the mirror. Nothing lifts me up higher than when a Black woman stops me on the street to say, “I love that color on you, sis!” or “Okay, curls!” when my wash and go is poppin’.

The more I pour love into myself, the easier it is to see my exterior beauty. My beauty is at its highest decibel1 when my skin is moisturized, I’m well-rested, and I lay down my baby hair. I’ll always be a sucker for a man who understands that when he’s in my presence, he’s with a beauty he doesn’t deserve. But it doesn’t move me the way it used to. The attention I seek for my looks is internal, and it’s myself I’m trying to turn on at this point.

This doesn’t mean that it doesn’t hurt my feelings to be on the receiving end of misogynoir or witness another Black marginalized gender have to suffer through it. As I write this, I’m actively trying to bypass what’s referred to as “unbig your back” season. Every few summers, there’s a new physical standard that women are supposed to adhere to. This summer, it’s all about losing enough weight so you don’t have a broad back. First, nobody has time to keep their body aligned with what’s trending. And second, suck my big back dick. I write that with pride, knowing that a few years ago, the idea would have been enough for me to double up on gym time and starve myself.

My Body is so over me trying to contort to fit in and have a mass appeal that it wouldn’t know how to contort if my life depended on it. I’d love to say that I’ve reached a level of self-esteem that allows me to divest from fatphobia and misogynoir, but the truth is that I’m just exhausted from it all. Life and beauty have become a lot more simplified since I started actually listening to My Body instead of trying to convince her of what she needed to look like or how to present herself.

Our bodies are not ornaments. They are the only vehicle our spirits have to roam this earthly plane. It doesn’t matter how they look, their shape, or what anyone else thinks about them. What matters is that they are ours; our bodies belong to us. They are beautiful and fragile and delicate and hard-working bodies. They deserve to be loved and celebrated. I regret that it took me so long to awaken to the sheer wonder of My Body, but this understanding has saved me from many toxic people, situations, and even my Self.


	
1 The term, “highest decibel” is a nod to EbonyJanice’s description of Black marginalized genders who are deemed exceptionally offensive in their command of space and volume.
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BLACK AMERICAN MAN — HE/HIM — TWENTY-FOUR YEARS OLD — CHICAGO, SOUTH SIDE

CONTENT WARNING: ANIMAL VIOLENCE, SUICIDE


“Radical self-love demands that we see ourselves and others in the fullness of our complexities and intersections and that we work to create space for those intersections.”

—SONYA RENEE TAYLOR, The Body Is Not an Apology: The Power of Radical Self-Love



Dad always told us that if one of his two pit bulls ever tried to get out of the yard, make sure to get them back. I came home from school one day, and one tried to run through the gate. When I pulled him back into the yard, he snarled and barked at me. It was a cold December day, and I slid on the ice. That’s when it happened. Both dogs attacked me; one was intent on killing me, while the other sacrificed her life to save mine. I was caught in a tug-of-war between both pit bulls. Luckily, I had a leather coat, so the rest of My Body was saved. However, what was exposed, my face and ears, were completely vulnerable during the attack.

My name is Joshua Dixon, and I’m the founder of Admire Wear, an apparel brand that centers wellness and mental health. On December 5, 2007, I survived a pit bull mauling which resulted in losing 80 percent of my face.

The entire attack lasted about two minutes; that’s how long it took to change my life. I lost both my upper and lower eyelids on my left eye, both of my ears, and tissue from my cheek, along with severe damage to my nose and left cornea, but it’s continuing to heal.

At the time, I didn’t understand the severity of my injuries. My dad was so shocked by the carnage of the mauling that I had to answer everything for the paramedics. When I finally got to the hospital, I had my first of sixty-one surgeries which lasted twenty-six hours. I was then put into a medically induced coma because the following surgeries were so intense I wouldn’t be able to handle it. The medical team approved the request to wake me up on January 8, one month after the attack, which was also the day of my mother’s birthday. That’s one memory I will forever cherish—waking up and finding out it was my mom’s birthday.

Mom never gave up on me. She held on to hope the entire time, even when others didn’t. She had so much faith and always let God have the final say. I had to learn to walk and talk again. She was there for every step, literally and figuratively. She never wanted me to give up. I was fighting battles with life that she could never prepare me for, but that didn’t stop her from fighting alongside me, regardless of what it took.

Long before I was released from the hospital, Mom asked me an important question: “Will you be okay returning to that house?” I told her that I never wanted to go back. I couldn’t even watch cartoons with dogs. All it took was a dog bark to snap me into painful flashbacks that felt like I was being attacked again. I began seeing a child psychiatrist who did their best to prepare me for the severity of rehabilitation.

The healing process was long and intense. A lot of anger was born from being told that I couldn’t do many of the things I used to and that I had to relearn how to walk and talk. The life I once lived was now over, and that depth of grief only enlarged the rage in my heart. When I look at photos of old Josh, I feel like he was a child who died to give birth to who I am now.

An essential part of my treatment has been getting medical balloons, called tissue expanders, inserted into My Body. They expand the skin over a period of time and create tissue that can be used in other parts of the body. I was told they would insert one into my forehead surgically. When I woke up from that operation, I was in so much pain I couldn’t eat or walk. Only then was I told that the expanders were placed in my stomach and forehead. By that time, I was in excruciating pain.

I made a fuss and refused medical care until someone explained why the decision had been made without my consent. When my surgeon finally showed up, I told him that if he was going to inflict this pain on My Body, I needed to know. I told him I must be the first person to know, not the last one. From then on, he promised I would participate in that discussion. Every surgery that followed required my signature. That helped me feel more in control. It was also the first time I had really advocated for myself, which helped me do it more as I got older.


CONCRETE ROSE

Having to sacrifice parts of your body to reconstruct the parts taken away is a gift, but it’s also painful. When they built my new nose, infections resulted in My Body rejecting it. It happened three times. There have been all kinds of complications—infections, loss of skin, transfusions, long hours, prolonged recovery, and inability to eat. But there’s also the gift of having prosthetic ears, which I can wear regularly, allowing me to connect to the feeling of wholeness.

I rarely cried alone. Doctors and nurses cried with me. They were invested in my health, journey, and healing. I was also grateful to spend time with other kids in the children’s ward. I would get so excited to see other kids going through the process of having a trachea in their neck or having skin graft surgeries. There’s a warm side to hospitals beyond the blue, cold, sterile environment. The medical staff who treated me didn’t just give me needles and change my bandages. They cared about me, listened to me, and reminded me that I wasn’t alone. Even today, as a grown man, many who nursed me back to health when I was eight are still an important part of my life. They’re a significant part of my community and a testament to the compassion required to keep me alive and healthy.

I love to garden. I’ve been doing it with my mom since I was three. One day after returning home from the hospital, my mom went to the store and said she would be back home soon. I stared out the window at the neighborhood kids playing until she got back. She returned with three rose bushes she had purchased for us to plant together. She said, “These roses will be your friends until you can have friends.” She was tired of me sitting in the window watching children play outside, unable to join them.

I had to isolate myself after each surgery to avoid the risk of infection, so I spent that time in the yard with my roses, trimming them, watching them grow, and watching them die. I would talk to those roses. I learned so much about life by caring for them. Roses don’t kill or intrude on other roses, and I love that about them.

I noticed that one of the bushes was dying, and the other two were still alive. But, as a few days passed, the other roses started to wilt, and the rose that had been dying began coming alive, looking vibrant again. It almost looked like the two once-strong roses gave their power to the dying rose. This beautiful hybrid rose was red, orange, and white with little roses. I remember thinking, I’m a rose. I’m resilient. I have my seasons of growth. We have seasons where we can go one or three years without growing. But, because of the community we have around us and within ourselves, we bounce back and blossom again. It was at this point that I started to gain confidence in who I saw when I looked in the mirror. I saw my own inner flower start to blossom.

Unlike flowers and many other living things, roses give one another space to grow freely and beautifully; they don’t interrupt or harm one another’s experience. Those roses showed me what true resilience is. By supporting one another, they gained strength. They weren’t alone in their pain; it was something they got through together. They taught me that seasons of sadness and despair will happen, but they don’t deter from hoping for beautiful, blossoming seasons to come. Learning from them taught me how to build resilience to the pain cast by people who disliked my appearance.




THE REAL, CRUEL WORLD

I didn’t know I was considered ugly until people called me cruel names and treated me inhumanely. I thought I was cute until people told me otherwise.

I’m usually pretty open about my injuries and healing journey. I’d rather people be curious than mean. I would even explain the cool side of my care—I’ve always been able to see the exciting, intriguing side of my experience, even through the pain. I’m fascinated by the medical sciences and technology that helped me in my restorative journey.

I was about thirteen years old with tissue expanders in my face. Mom and I were in the checkout line at Walmart. This curious kid in front of us nudged at his grandma, and she grabbed his head and told him, “Don’t talk to him cuz he has Ebola.”

Mom was so upset at the older woman that it almost caused a physical conflict. I had to hold her back so she wouldn’t hurt anybody. Moments like that hurt both of us. We actually left the store without purchasing anything.

I was the victim of a situation beyond my control, yet there was a lot of hate toward me because of my appearance. Strangers treated me harshly because of two life-altering minutes. For years, I was called countless names like chain face, zombie face, two face, roadkill, Ebola kid, and many others. For too long, I thought it was my fault. The saddest part about our society is that the bulk of the bullying I experienced was by adults.

I went through five years of homeschooling. Each year, I would keep my fingers crossed that I’d get the green light to attend school, but the verdict was always the same: “You’re not going because you need to have more surgeries.”

Finally, after eighth grade, I tested into a STEM-based selective enrollment in Chicago. That was when I got to step my feet into school for the first time. I was so excited and thrilled. At first, it was awesome. It was such a huge school. My kitchen used to be the classroom, and now I was surrounded by nine hundred students. I learned quickly how parents didn’t teach their kids about people who looked different. Poor education about kids who look different, along with diversion and inclusion, became my new problem.

Classes would get disrupted because students couldn’t pay attention whenever I was around; instead of learning, they spent their time bullying me. Despite the challenges of adjusting to in-school education, I still wanted to work hard and excel. I wanted to be at the top. I used to be in a special ed class because my test scores were low. My reading skills were weak because of the strain on my right eye and trying to manage the fast-paced demands.

I was bullied so severely in high school I had no choice but to close myself to the world. I didn’t have a lot of hope in people. I kept getting judged repeatedly. I would eat my lunch alone and hide around the school during passing periods because most kids wouldn’t allow me to sit near them, let alone at the same table. I wore oversized hoodies, regardless of how cold or hot it was. I felt if I could hide my face, I could hide in plain sight like a ghost. I would put my hood over my head to feel safe inside.

I was getting spit on and kicked out of restaurants for how I looked, and I thought, Will this be my life? I wanted to have kids, but I saw too many kids cry and yell when they saw me.

In my junior year of high school, I attempted suicide for the first time. Trying to keep up with able-bodied tasks while navigating the isolation and constant bullying without Mom and my medical community was too much. So, I posted a suicide letter on Facebook. Someone from my family contacted my mother. She came at me, livid. She was like, “We’re in this together.”

I told her, “I’ve been fighting since I woke up from that coma and still don’t feel safe in my skin or body! What’s the purpose of all this?”

By this time, I was creating photographic illustrations of myself. I would sit in the corner of my bedroom and create images that reflected my mind’s interpretation of My Body. Oftentimes, my parents would be fighting furiously in the background. I tuned them out by putting on my headphones and blasting something like “Never Be Alone” by Shawn Mendes. Creating art was a coping mechanism when I was frustrated and wrestling with suicide ideation.

While Mom talked to me about the Facebook post, her eyes caught my artwork tucked in the corner of the bedroom. “I don’t want you to be a modern Van Gogh,” she told me.

I had no idea who she was talking about until she explained who Van Gogh was. People thought he was just a crazy old artist dude, but he had a lot of skill. His art reflected the beauty and pain of life, but it didn’t save him from his own emotional torment, and he died, suspected by suicide, before he was forty. That’s when I started to understand the comparison she was making.

Mom encouraged me to use my voice and art to keep moving further. She forced me to go to counseling, and that helped a lot. It helped me to divest from the weight of toxic masculinity on my identity. My dad had always told my brother and me that we weren’t allowed to cry. He would often scream and call us names if we did.




LIFE THROUGH A NEW LENS

There were so many identities and names I attributed to myself. Every time I looked in the mirror, I would bully myself. I kept hearing, You’re a monster. I wish you would have died. I would stand in front of the mirror for hours and really tear myself down. Counseling taught me how to work through my anger. Now, my thorns repel the cruelty I experience instead of keeping it inside where it hurts the most.

Everyone was on board as I continued to heal and incorporate art into my wellness, including my medical team. They have been family to me for all the years we’ve been together. They attend my art shows and support me in various ways. Having them as a part of my recovery after my suicide attempt at sixteen was crucial because it helped me prepare for college.

This experience is painful and gruesome, but it’s been beautiful because of the ways I’ve expressed myself through my honesty, energy, and art. Photography became a tool for me to create a bridge, a vessel for people to have deep conversations we as a collective aren’t having enough of. It allowed me to express pain that I couldn’t always share in words. The photographs I created were a space where a stranger and I could have those safe conversations and learn from each other.

By the time I reached senior year, I stepped outside my hoodie. I learned that I’m my own version of normal, and people wouldn’t like it, but I have to learn how to take care of this body that’s working for me. I have to be kind to the young Josh, who sacrificed so much so I can be here.

Going away to college introduced me to another societal challenge: racism. I was one of the very few Black students. Every experience that I would share was perceived as the “Black experience.” That school wasn’t challenging me enough, and they were biased against Black students. I was tired of authority neglecting me and not liking me for who I am. I became very vocal in advocating for myself and other Black students. Participation was required of every student, yet we got very little feedback, and this behavior was normalized. It was also hard to make friends because of the stereotypes that came with being Black from Chicago. Students would ask if I was in a gang and if my injuries were related to gang violence. I realized that I no longer wanted to attend this campus because of being treated differently due to my facial impairment, my wardrobe, and my overall intersection.

One winter Sunday on campus, I went out to catch breakfast with a friend from New York. We had a very similar style and demeanor, and we both happened to be wearing all black. We were laughing and talking, no hoodies, but the entire diner stared at us. The waiter returned and said, “We can’t serve you, as our customers seem disturbed by this table. So we are asking you to leave and come back another time. We are sorry for the inconvenience.”

They wanted us to take off our hoodies and look less threatening. Because we didn’t “comply,” we had to leave. We were so upset we took the glasses of water and left. We’d actually gotten kicked out because we were Black.

After that experience, I realized that I wanted more. I’d spent all these years being alive, fighting for a place in this world. I knew I had what it took to get into a top school in photography, and that’s what I did. I’m huge on creating memories and taking photos of the healing process. I had a film camera then and took hundreds of photos on the journey. I studied photography, taught myself, and took several online classes to increase my skills and get into a top-four school of photography.

Sophomore year of college, and I was still learning and exceeding. I still wasn’t getting feedback on my work, so I critiqued myself. I made an awesome portfolio and decided to apply to the School of Visual Arts and Pratt Institute School of Art in New York, the Rhode Island School of Design, and the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. I started adhering to my current school’s standards, even though they wanted to whitewash my work. We worked on the most mundane subjects, like capturing nature and creating abstracts. Nothing about me, My Body, or my race could be involved.

I was accepted into all four schools in March of that year. I decided to go back home and attend the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.

When I returned home to Chicago for school, I was in well-rounded classes where I could integrate my personal views, art, and whole personality into my work. I was in classes with Black professors and teachers.

There’s been so much tenderness and intimacy that’s come with taking ownership of My Body and taking care of My Body. I understand that if I reside in this body for the rest of my life, I might as well find clothes and a hairstyle that work for me. I might as well take care of myself. After leaving college and surviving two attempts of unaliving myself, I realized I’m not a burden to this world, I add a lot of value, and I need to stop apologizing for my existence.

Being able to help people with my platform by centering wellness and healing is a major part of my wellness. I can’t always afford counseling, so I do my best to read books about mental health and illness. I educate myself about high-functioning depression, learn how to talk about PTSD, and navigate life with all these traumas. What gives me purpose is knowing that there are seeds in every tear I cry. The love I get back keeps me going, inspired, and motivated.

I know how much it matters to show up, show out, and give life my all. I live every day as if it’s my last, with total effort and compassion, just as I did in my rehabilitation all those years ago. I’ve come out of my shell, switched up my wardrobe, and made it my mission to promote kindness. I don’t fake my smiles anymore. And I learned how to feel the joy that encourages me and inspires others.

I know who I am: Joshua Dixon, a photographer, a survivor, and a human being. I still struggle with self-esteem, body dysmorphia, and ableism, but none of that gets in the way of my blossoming. These struggles affect me, but they don’t define me.



Joshua is still based in Chicago, where he continues to run his apparel/wellness brand, Admire Wear. You can follow him on social media via @admirewear_.
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