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There is material among us for the broadest comedies and the deepest tragedies, but, besides money and leisure, it needs patience, perseverance, courage, and the hand of an artist to weave it into the literature of the country.


~Frances Ellen Watkins Harper





“I’m Speaking Now!” You’ve been there. You’ve said it or wanted to. You’ve been seated at the table where everyone but you is being heard and acknowledged because everyone but you is white. When you begin to speak, just like in a bad dream, someone starts talking over you. Maybe they can’t hear you? You consider speaking louder. You hesitate because you don’t want to be accused of being loud and angry. But you are angry, and you need to raise a fuss. You clear your throat and say, “I’m speaking… now. Now, it is my turn to speak. Can you hear me? Are you ignoring me?”


If you’re a Black woman, this has happened to you. Whether you’re a business executive or a grocery clerk, you’ve been ignored, refused courteous treatment, paid less than, policed more than, suspected, unprotected, sexually harassed and exploited and, though a participating witness to the creation of the United States of America since 1619, silenced because you are a Black woman.


Well, we are speaking now. Now. Not for the first time. Now because the moment is now, now in this collection of 101 first-person narratives and twelve poems is an opportunity to hear the often silenced voices of Black women.


The stories in Chicken Soup for the Soul: I’m Speaking Now — Black Women Share Their Truth in 101 Stories of Love, Courage and Hope are straightforward accounts of daily lives. Some are bursts of bright recollection of events or incidents from the past that have stamped the authors’ lives. Some of the stories are sweet, tender remembrances, evoking pictures of beloved forebears who give us the gritty lessons for survival. Some of the narratives are of dreams and goals the authors set for themselves and their children, juxtaposed with fears and trepidation. Some of these stories are raw, unsettling accounts of trauma. Some are funny, and some are not.


You, whoever you are, will likely find yourself here. Not the least because these are stories about women. Women in this book are writing about you and themselves; they are writing for you and because of you. Many of them tell the truth about themselves plainly and tell it like it is, was, and likely will be. These are stories of universal human experiences but also reflect the specificity of Black women’s lives in this country. The scope is broad. This volume includes stories from Canada and the Caribbean as well.


The most compelling stories are those authored by women dealing with the Prison Industrial Complex from inside and outside; narratives of immigration, stories of the Great Migration, stories of international travel, and the adventures of driving around as a Black woman.


I’m speaking now because why should I wait any longer?


It’s certainly not the first time we’ve spoken up. In the early decades of the 20th century, African American women were at the ramparts supporting Woman’s Suffrage though they were most often relegated to the side. Later, they witnessed the horrors of white supremacist terror and galvanized their community’s resistance to it, though they were given little credit for their work.


We haven’t been silent until now. We’ve had a long history of speaking truth to power. But we’ve also endured a very long history that devalues our opinions, maligns our point of view, and assaults our dignity daily.


A quote accompanies each story in this volume out of a wellspring of wisdom from historical and contemporary Black women. Settle down with it or read it on the fly. Read. Listen now. I’m speaking now.


— Breena Clarke —


February 7, 2021
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You’re going to walk into many rooms… where you may be the only one who looks like you… We are all in that room with you applauding you on… So you use that voice and be strong.


~Kamala Harris







My gift is my voice


My voice is a gift


It strengthens and encourages


Has the power to uplift


For so long it was stifled


Turned down and smothered


Muted and disregarded


Diminished and covered


All the while inside


Emotions wildly rioted


It was always “Hush li’l Black girl”


Time and time again I was quieted


My voice has many labels


Angry Black woman loud and all-knowing


When really what it is


Is my truth overflowing


I am an amplifier of voices


That were forced into submission


No longer only speaking when spoken to


I don’t need permission


From now on I will speak when I desire


And say whatever I please


My voice may move some to action


My voice will bring some to their knees





— Ellen Pinnock —
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When they go low, we go high.


~Michelle Obama







The weathered bell above the white painted-peeling doorway clatters


an unknown tune to the backdrop of morning feet


scuffling in from the excitement of a fenced-in Ferris wheel.


I face the window.


Residents’ blushed cheeks turn pink from the autumn breeze the lake


casts off.


Kids with well-funded educations


skip by for ice cream and cotton candy.


Main Street closed off for high school marching bands,


the highest form of entertainment the town allows.


Their children featured in the parade,


Watering plants, watching themselves grow


in this secret white pod of privilege.


Black girl, you don’t belong here!


The waitress’s body language smolders.


Refusing to water my empty glass,


passing our table serving incoming patrons.


I pass time studying my menu of options, retorts, rebuttals, and complaints


I’m used to it. I just wait.


She finally awaits, impatient


face weathered from a hard life of hate.


No forgiveness,


No eye contact.


What’ll you’ll have?


A heaping full of respect,


A side of justice and equity…


Decaf coffee with cream. And


the satisfaction of blessing a working-class racist


with a generous tip


From a Black woman.





— Zorina Exie Frey —
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You can’t be hesitant about who you are.


~Viola Davis





I was in third grade when a classmate decided my name was too hard to pronounce. He said my name wasn’t normal anyway, so he wouldn’t even bother. “I’ll just call you what you are,” he’d said.


The next morning, as I hurried down the block, he made good on his promise. “Hey Black girl,” he yelled, “better hurry up!”


“Hey white boy,” I quipped, “shut up!”


I trudged to the bus stop, not realizing Mama overheard me. When I looked down the street to see if the bus was coming, it was my mama I saw marching down the block in Navy-issued sweatpants and slippers — large pink rollers jostling round her head. When she reached me, she bent at her waist to make sure her face met mine.


“I had better not EVER hear you call someone by the color of their skin again,” she whispered harshly. “Do you understand me?”


Her brow furrowed in anger, mine in confusion.


“Yes ma’am,” I stammered. I was going to stop there, but when I felt the boy’s blue eyes on us — on me, I just needed her to take my side. I explained my word choice: “He called me Black girl and said my name was too hard.”


He snickered.


She shot him a look that said, “If I could whip your behind right now, I would.” He looked down.


Mama turned back to me; her face softened, but her words didn’t. “If you react like this to every ignorant person who crosses your path, you’re no better than them.” I wanted to tell her I didn’t want to be better than them, that I just wanted to do to them what they’d done to me.


My mama wasn’t that type of mama, though, so I yes-ma’am’ed the rest of our exchange. I have no idea what else she said before the “I love you” and kiss on my forehead. She stood at the bus stop until the bus came, periodically glancing the boy’s way.


He was quiet the entire ride to school. It was like my mama’s looks haunted him beyond the neighborhood. I hoped it’d last forever, but the magic ended once we entered our classroom.


“Way to sic your Black mama on me,” he spewed, as we hung our coats up.


“Black girl. That’s what your mama should’ve named you,” he whispered during attendance.


He even sang, “Black girl” to the tune of the “Star-Spangled Banner.” The Pledge of Allegiance provided a brief reprieve from his taunts.


“You’d better be glad your mama taught you some manners. I didn’t even know Black mamas could do that.”


That one stung more than the others, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. Maybe because all the Black mamas I’d ever known had and taught manners. Maybe it was the implication that Black people, Black women — my people and the women who taught them to be — were somehow less than. I bit down hard on my quivering lip and clenched the sides of my desk, willing the weakness of sadness away. I didn’t know how I was going to do it, but I resolved to shut him up once and for all — and I wouldn’t break Mama’s rule, either.


When my teacher called for a bathroom and water break, I decided to stay put. Once the boy saw me sitting, he decided he didn’t have to go either. As soon as the class was out of earshot, he began: “Hey, Black girl. Why don’t you like being called black girl, when that’s what you are?”


“I’m not even black. I’m more like… sienna,” I responded in earnest while inspecting my arms.


“If you’re not white, you’re Black,” he shrugged. I continued my inspection.


“Black girl. Did you hear what I said? If you’re not white, you’re Black.” His words were slow and drawn out as if I couldn’t understand. I hated my intelligence being questioned.


“You’re really dumb. That doesn’t even make sense. There are plenty of shades between black and white,” I retorted.


“My mama told me that, so it does make sense.”


“Guess your mama’s dumb too, then,” I suggested.


His face grew red as what I’d said churned in his mind. Finally, he was feeling what I felt.


“You don’t like that, do you?”


“Black girl, shut your dumb black mouth before I rip your dumb black hair out of your dumb black head just because I’m tired of looking at your dumb. Black. Face.”


That did it. That’s what finally turned the hurt into anger. I threw paper, pencils, erasers, crayons — they all missed, just as my words had before now. Too small, I thought. I’ll have better aim with something bigger. My body took over. I pushed a desk in front of him. Then, I picked up a chair. His eyes widened in surprise, then flattened, daring me to do the unthinkable. I didn’t think. The chair hurled through the air. The metal leg of it hit him in his lip and as it tumbled to the floor, our class returned.


“What is going on?” our teacher exclaimed.


“Nothing.” The boy hurried back to his seat, sucking the bloodied part of his lip.


I stared in bewilderment at the mess. Instinctively, I went into damage control mode. I hurried around, putting items where they belonged while the boy sat at his desk staring at the blank chalkboard.


Our teacher got the class settled and pulled us both into the hallway.


“Do I need to call your parents?” She looked back and forth between us.


Just the mention of calling Mama scared me. “If you do, tell her I DIDN’T call him white boy!” I blurted. The boy rolled his eyes.


“I’ll deal with you in a moment,” our teacher ushered the boy back to class. “Not a WORD,” she commanded the class.


She returned to the hallway to find me fighting tears.


“Kamala. Tell me what happened,” was her stern, but gentle demand.


I laid it out, piece by piece. By the time I got to the part about the flying chair, she almost looked amused. I apologized over and over, full-on sobbing by the time I finished.


To my surprise, she hugged me. It was like one of my aunties had come to my rescue.


“Your mama’s right… but I know how you’re feeling.” She let me cry, her back to the class so no one could see me. She assured me that she would tell my mom that I did not call him “white boy” when she called her to let her know I got detention. My glimmer of hope for not getting in trouble quickly vanished; I looked to the ground.


My teacher cradled my chin and held my head high. “Next time, tell someone before it becomes too much to bear. Can you promise me that?”


“Yes ma’am.”


Detention wasn’t so bad. As I was leaving, my teacher stopped to tell me that it’s not about what they call me, but what I answer to.


“And there is nothing at all in the world wrong with being a Black girl,” she added with a smile.


— Kamala Reese —
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Just remember the world is not a playground but a schoolroom. Life is not a holiday but an education. One eternal lesson for us all: to teach us how better we should love.


~Barbara Jordan





“Hey, did you watch the nigger show last night?” My classmate Tommy, aka Mr. Popular, was most likely referring to the sitcom A Different World.


My knee-jerk response was to climb the ladder of the jungle gym because that’s what you are conditioned to do when you’re the newest kid on the block — and, in fact, are the only Black girl at Stottlemyer Elementary School, located in Westland, Michigan, a suburb twenty miles west of Detroit.


You steel yourself, will away the tears, and keep swallowing until you finally succeed in suppressing the lump in your throat. You see, that playground episode wasn’t my first trip to the racial epithet rodeo.


Nearly five years earlier, when I was a kindergartener at a different elementary school less than five miles away, a blond classmate looked me in the eye as we lined up to head to the art room and asked if I was sad. Perplexed, I responded, “No, why?”


“Because,” Melissa began, “if I woke up Black I would kill myself.”


My five-year-old brain didn’t have the capacity to fully absorb the heinousness of her words. Still, I told my parents as soon as I got home from school.


What quickly ensued was a heated argument between my parents behind closed doors. I heard it all: My mother wanted to yank me from that school; my father, however, begged to differ. “She stays,” he said firmly. “The thicker her skin, the better.”


I would go on to develop a particular brand of resilience that comes from having experienced perverse exclusion at school while simultaneously being enveloped in the strongest love at home. Looking back, my parents nurtured my budding self-confidence by supporting my interest in music and athletics.


To know me was to know that I was both silly and cautious, loyal and independent. But to most of my peers, my color alone was what defined me.


And so, a thirteen-year-old me was flat out dumbfounded when my then best friend Renee said what she said after confiding in me about her parents’ imminent divorce. “When I look at you, I don’t see a Black girl.”


Huh? Of course, she saw color.


Moments earlier, we’d debated the merits of spending my babysitting money on pink high-top sneakers versus blue ones. Renee only fancied boys with blue eyes and knew precisely how much Sun In to apply to achieve the shade of blond she wanted.


Trust me, Renee saw color. As did Tommy, Melissa, and my other classmates who preceded her.


I continued to hear “I don’t see color” in high school and college, and it followed me clear into adulthood. The older I got, the more insistent many of my white friends were about not seeing my most obvious physical characteristic aside from my gender.


Most recently, it came from a fellow karate mom while I waited in the lobby during my son Scotty’s weekly martial arts class: “I swear, Courtney, I don’t see color.”


Some background on these moms and me: Our children had been practicing together for three years, and we’d grown to genuinely like and respect each other. We talk about ourselves in such a way that makes it impossible not to acknowledge the obvious.


These moms have inquired about the products I use on my naturally curly hair; what it’s like to have a former NFL football player husband; how likely it is that Scotty will surpass me in height by age twelve (hello, his father is 6’ 7”).


To ignore my color — or to claim not to see it — is a decision, even if it’s a subconscious one. And while I don’t think there is a hint of malice behind it, it comes across as such, and here’s why: Imagine going on a shopping spree and acquiring the most beautiful ensemble you could imagine, one that you are downright proud of… only for a friend to say, “I don’t see a thing.”


Are they saying my color makes them so uncomfortable, they have to pretend I don’t look like me? For many of my former classmates, I was the rarity, the only Black person they had ever really become acquainted with. They retained their generalizations and stereotypes about Black people; I was just the exception.


So, then, what happens when those classmates meet a Black woman who was raised in a two-parent household, who graduated from college, who — like them — volunteers weekly at her children’s elementary school, and who listens to Def Leppard and Loverboy as well as Ohio Players and War?


Enter something else I’ve heard my entire life: “You’re Black, but you’re not Black.”


But I am Black. And it’s okay for you to see it.


Black people are not a monolith. I can be all the things you like about me — as well as Black. All can — and do — co-exist.


Seeing a person’s color is not racist; but acting on any prejudiced attitudes because of that person’s color is — whether one does this deliberately or has been culturally conditioned over time to do so.


The question is not whether we see color — because we all see it. The question is: Why would anyone choose not to?


The key, I believe, is recognizing — and challenging — these thoughts when they occur. Nipping assumptions in the bud is a good thing, too.


Please, see my color. Better yet, embrace it. Just as I’d hope you would come to appreciate my wry sense of humor and penchant for extra-hot café au lait.


But, if you must find something to ignore, go ahead and overlook my gray hairs. Because to know me is also to know that I just don’t care enough about dying them.


— Courtney Conover —
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Who you are today… that’s who you are. Be brave. Be amazing. Be worthy. Be heard.


~Shonda Rhimes





When I entered the living room that night, she looked up and tilted her head curiously at me. Certainly, she must have wondered why I looked scared. I took the smallest steps toward her as I prepared to face her. She sat on the couch, paging through the old Bible that crackled beneath the weight of her thumb.


I was holding three copies of the Friday edition of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution against my chest. A few days ago, I’d received the good news. The editor said it was an “important and timely message” and it would be in the print and online editions. He was especially impressed with the perspective I brought, having professional connections to the police.


I gingerly extended one of the folded papers to her. “Mom, I wrote something. It was published as a guest column in our local paper. Will you please read it and let me know what you think?”


My mother read the headline aloud and her eyebrows furrowed slightly as she did so. “Protests Are an Overdue Wake-up Call.”


I searched her face for even the faintest signs of approval or disapproval while she read the 700 words of my article. At times I caught what looked like a grin starting up, but at other times she looked more pensive. She raised her head and met my nervous gaze.


“When you said in this part of your column that ‘bias in policing is a problematic symptom, but it’s not the root cause,’ what did you mean exactly?”


I swallowed weakly. “Well, what I meant was that the racial biases and discrimination that pervade many law enforcement systems are just the more prominent signs of a large-scale moral sickness in our society. It’s bigger though than any one institution or any police force. We’re talking about a dangerous double standard that has been in play for generations.”


Mom nodded her head understandingly and returned to reading. I quietly exhaled. When I first thought of writing an op-ed praising the message of the Black Lives Matter movement and expounding on how the social protests happening in my city were long overdue, I knew I’d have to be brave. I knew there might be a backlash.


I’d worked in public safety as an emergency call taker and police dispatcher for more than five years. I do this job because I believe there are still more good, honest, and virtuous people behind the badge than bad people.


I’d always believed in the righteousness of law enforcement until the news about Breonna Taylor practically broke my heart in two. Something about this young, loving African American female who served her community as an EMT weighed heavily on my emotions. Even more incredibly, on what would have been Breonna Taylor’s twenty-seventh birthday, I watched my little sister celebrate her twenty-fourth birthday and blow out the candles on her vanilla-and-buttercream sprinkled cupcakes. Breonna would never get to do that again.


So, what could I do to lend my support to the Black Lives Matter movement? I decided I would write an essay baring my heart and explaining what it means to me specifically; being a racial minority who identifies with public safety but wants to see some much-needed reform.


My mom lay the newspaper down with a mix of concern and, dare I say it, pride on her face.


“You took a chance writing this, you know?”


“I know.”


“This was a big risk. Do you realize that?”


“I know.”


“What if the people at your job read this?”


“They might. I don’t know… I don’t care if they do, I suppose.”


She was sounding more exasperated.


“Did you even think to consider how this might reflect back on you, or on us, your family? What were you trying to accomplish by sending this essay to be published for so many eyes to see?” She shook her finger at me.


I hung my head.


“This is bigger than you wanting to get your opinion out there. You put your job in jeopardy. I really wish you had consulted me first.”


“If I had consulted you, you would have talked me out of it. You would have told me that I shouldn’t put myself out there in the line of fire. Mom, I knew this was something I had to do. This is my form of protest. I can’t swarm the city square with demonstrators, chanting, and hoisting a sign high into the air. But I can write my local newspaper. I can share this message of support and understanding for those who are marching, raising heck, and making noise. I wanted to write this column because staying dead silent wasn’t an option any longer for me.”


Her lips quivered. This time it was her turn to lower her head. She shook it gently and then she stood up from the couch without another word.


The next morning, my mother woke me in bed; her eyes were watery and red. She wiped away a tear as she spoke to me in a hushed voice.


“Your article… it’s beautiful. It’s bold. But it’s something… something I could have never written. How did you get so brave?”


“From you, Mom. You taught me.”


They say that we’re all reflections of our parents; well, I’m a mirror image of my mom. Strong-willed. Independent. Unwavering. And a whole lot of loud. I can only be as brave as I am because she is the bravest Black woman I know. I learned from her how to be resilient and courageous in the face of anything or anyone. She taught me to never back down from a fight.


She also taught me it takes courage to leave this world better than how I found it. I chose a career of service to my community because I wanted to be a part of the reason why my citizens feel safe. Today, I choose to use my voice and my words bravely to fight back against any injustice I see. I’m not braver than my mother. I’m just my mother’s daughter.


— Samantha Hawkins —
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If you are silent about your pain, they’ll kill you and say you enjoyed it.


~Zora Neale Hurston





I was headed home from my third shift job at FedEx one Thursday night in 2004. I was excited that I was able to volunteer to leave early, because I had a final exam at 8 a.m. I was pulled over at approximately 4 a.m. When I looked in the side mirror, there were four other police cruisers. The officers all exited their cars, with weapons drawn, and one got on the bullhorn to tell me to turn off my car and throw the keys out the window. I was confused, scared, and alone.


Of course, I complied. I threw my keys out the window and got out the car.


I was immediately swarmed upon and placed in handcuffs. They said my car had been reported stolen. I said it couldn’t be reported stolen as it was mine and I was driving it. I was driving a 1993 white Chevy Blazer with Virginia plates. I had recently been honorably discharged from serving four years in the United States Marine Corps, and this was the car I had purchased while stationed in North Carolina. The white officer proceeded to keep interrogating and demanding I tell him who I got the car from. I repeatedly told him that I didn’t remember the name of the dealership, that it was in Virginia.


Luckily, an African American female officer arrived on the scene and pulled me to the side as they searched my vehicle without permission. She asked me the same questions and I told her, if they would check my license and registration, they would see that this vehicle was mine. She looked at me and said, “Wait, no one checked your license?” She retrieved my purse from the front seat and brought it to me so I could watch her get my wallet out. She then called over the main officer and said a few words to him. I was then placed in the back of his cruiser while she stood next to me with the door open.


He kept proceeding to ask about my car and why it was reported stolen. He finally ran my plates. He then apologized and said my car fit the description of another reported vehicle. They were looking for a white Suzuki. I said, “A Blazer is way bigger and shaped different, and you should have run the plates first.” The African American officer shook her head at him and watched as he removed my handcuffs and apologized.


I filed a formal complaint at the downtown precinct the following day. The officers working the front desk looked up their badge numbers and the incident and noted that the whole thing only lasted fifteen minutes. For me, it seemed like a lifetime.


In fifteen minutes, my life could have been snuffed away due to an overzealous, negligent, racist, protected-by-the-badge cop. Instead, God protected me and sent the African American woman officer there that night.


I could have been Breonna Taylor or Sandra Bland. But, instead, I am LaTonya Watson.


This is why we protest.


— LaTonya R. Watson —
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Effective leaders must be truth seekers, and that requires a willingness to understand truths other than our own.


~Stacy Abrams





“I want to create a space of love for the women who have been ostracized from the church because they are labeled unworthy, loose and filthy, unsaved, and trouble. I want to walk the streets with the prostitutes to tell them that they are loved, and I want to hug the diseased to remind them that love is the contagion, not their disease.”


This was the statement from my ministry assignment given in my first undergraduate Biblical Studies class. As I boldly announced in my class presentation that I wanted to be a minister to broken women, the students raised their sleepy heads from their desk to look at me with bewilderment. I stood waiting for applause or even a hallelujah. Instead, my professor said, “Take a seat, ma’am. You’re failing this assignment because ministry is teaching and preaching the word of God from a pulpit. Considering that you’re a woman, from the South — you won’t ever be qualified to do that and it’s in the Bible.”


Twenty years later, I sit typing this story with the titles of Dr. and Pastor in front of my name. I became the pastor that my professor said I would never be, but one thing he was almost right about was that being a woman in the South, with a mission to bring God’s love and grace to broken women would be no easy feat.


Not only am I an educated woman pastor in a region of the South that has an alarmingly high illiteracy rate; I’m also a six-foot-tall Black woman with a New York/Mississippi accent. You would have to hear my voice to truly understand how one sentence of my speech can combine slow simmering Southern dialect with a boisterous New York accent.


Back to the real reason you’re here.


Several years ago, I walked into ministry in the South with a desire to bring encouragement about God’s grace and mercy to women who have been ostracized and stigmatized by society. They’ve been judged with harsh labels intended to keep them down based on their gender and their past mistakes. Being that I was raised in the South, I saw the negative ramifications of how religion and culture are used to separate and divide our nation; arguably, even more so than race relations.


The first time I felt the calling to be a spiritual advocate for women came when I was twelve years old. My parents were visiting a small southern Black church for an annual summer revival, and the pastor called all sinners to come to the altar. However, on this particular night he called for a specific little girl to come to the altar. I knew this little girl because she and I were playmates. As she and her family walked to the altar, the pastor never called the little girl by her name — he only referred to her as “Sinner.” Once the girl and her family made the long and treacherous walk down the aisle, past all those so-called Christian stares, the pastor turned the little girl around to face the congregation. Then he spoke such demeaning words: “This sinner is carrying a sin baby at only fourteen years old. We are going to pray that God rebukes the sex demon out of her, and that her baby’s soul will be saved and won’t burn.”


Still to this day, I break down when I confront that memory. Even as I write these words, I see the shame on that little girl’s face, the look of condemnation on the pastor; I smell the dirty baptism pool water, I hear the snickering of the boys sitting in the front pew, and I feel the pull to help this little girl as her eyes zero in on me.


Today, I serve three small churches not too far from the same church where these heinous memories were created. I carry the unspoken narrative of that little girl in the ministry that I am building in the South.


A few years ago, I sat before a panel of Christian leaders within my denomination, and they asked the same question that my undergraduate professor asked in the Biblical studies class: “What is ministry to you?”


As I sat before the panel, I provided the same answer as I did in that cold and dark undergraduate classroom presentation: “I want to create a space of love for the women who have been ostracized from the church because they are labeled unworthy, loose and filthy, unsaved, and trouble. I want to walk the streets with the prostitutes to tell them that they are loved, and I want to hug the diseased to remind them that love is the contagion, not their disease.”


A white woman on the panel told me that those kinds of women, or those problems, did not exist in the South. I was told to go build my ministry in a larger city that has issues, because ministry was for the pulpit in the South.


These words cut just as deep as the words of the professor fifteen years ago, but because of the face of that little girl and the many women I have encountered who have been labeled and judged because of their past mistakes, I cannot move. I cannot give up, and I cannot see my gender or race as something bad or shameful.


I am a six-foot-tall educated, Southern, beautiful Black woman advocating for Women of Color in the South, in areas where they’re labeled as unworthy. All Women Matter. The mistakes we make in life do not define us; they create testimonies of power, resilience, and sisterhood. I’m using my voice and ministry to provide them the sisterhood they need and deserve.


— Kitsy Marie Dixon —
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I don’t know who I would be if I weren’t this child from Harlem, this woman from Harlem.


It’s in me so deep.


~Ruby Dee





A month had passed before Jeremiah summoned the courage to tell me what happened. My nephew thought I’d somehow blame him; accuse him of some misbehavior that had drawn attention to himself. But I knew better.


“You’re lucky you got that uniform on,” the cop had sneered. Jeremiah had been spared the humiliation — this time. If this encounter had gone sideways, it would’ve been tricky for the cop to explain to the brass the harassment of a Catholic school kid simply walking home from school. And he knew it.


Listening to Jeremiah dredged up my own long buried memories of cops back in the 1970s. Back then I was the one in the uniform traveling New York City’s subways alone to and from school. They didn’t call it Stop & Frisk back then, but the effects, the emotional damage, would prove the same. Now, whenever I hear some enlightened official reflect on the city’s lawlessness in the 1970s, I wonder how NYC Transit’s finest so often found time to confront me.


The excuse, the justification, was always the same — an in-depth physical inspection of my monthly student train pass. Was it the sight of the uniform that irritated them? Did they resent a little Black girl from a Harlem housing project receiving a better education than their kid?


Perhaps I’m mistaken. Maybe that’s not where their heads were at all. Afraid to tackle the real criminals, did stopping harmless me suffice as having done their job? Did ruining my morning improve theirs?


Was this a sick twisted fantasy starring a schoolgirl? I spotted an officer who’d harassed me that same afternoon on the train. He was out of uniform and trying to strike up a conversation with a girl my age, only to have her reject his advances. Was announcing he was a cop supposed to reassure her, put her at ease or compel her to comply? He didn’t notice her father observing from across the aisle until it was too late. “I don’t care what the %!#@ you are. Don’t talk to my daughter!” said the irate dad.


As I grew older, I wonder if they noticed that the fear in my eyes morphed into disdain? I allowed my eyes to declare what my mouth couldn’t.


My fellow classmate Tosha hadn’t reached that level of understanding. I can only imagine her tirade of indignation was most satisfying at the time. Being escorted to the precinct and needlessly detained long enough to miss two of our final exams a week before graduation wasn’t.


I’m proud of Jeremiah. It took him only a month to share his story. I never managed enough courage to speak my truth — that is until now.


— Katheryne McMullen —
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The strength of a mother is in the ears and on the lips.


~Mali Proverb





We walked into the auditorium for meet-the-teacher night for kindergarten. Both of us were feeling nervous and a little excited. I scanned the auditorium full of parents and their children and saw no one who looked like us. This had become an all too familiar theme living in Utah.


I got in line to sign up for the PTA, thinking that was one way to add some diversity and different perspectives. As I stood in the line, other mothers were greeted by the ladies working the table, asking if they would like to volunteer. When my son and I made it to the table, I was neither greeted nor offered the opportunity to sign up. Frustrated, I got out of line and tried to find a seat before the orientation started.


As Jeremiah and I sat down, we began to get stares. The discomfort began to get to me, so I called my husband and told him how out of place I felt. He validated my feelings, encouraged me to stay a little longer, and said he would be praying.


I hung up the phone and in came this little Latino boy and his father. Jeremiah and the boy were excited to see each other and hugged. I asked Jeremiah if he knew him and he said that the boy went to his daycare. His father came over and introduced himself and they were a breath of fresh air. We learned the boys would have the same teacher, which eased my mama heart.


After some remarks and introductions by the principal we were released to go and see our children’s classrooms and meet the teacher. Jeremiah and his friend were inseparable, so the Dad and I continued making small talk while waiting in line to speak with the teacher. When Jeremiah and I got to the front, the teacher looked at Jeremiah and loudly said, “Oh my goodness! Look at your hair. I love your curls.”


The first day of school, I was standing in line outside the classroom holding Jeremiah’s hand. A father and his little girl came and stood beside us and said hello. The father then put his hands in Jeremiah’s curly hair. I looked at him and Jeremiah looked at him uncomfortably; and he removed his hand. The teacher came out to greet all the kids and when she saw Jeremiah that same loud squeal and comment about his hair followed.


This, unfortunately, became commonplace. Every interaction I had with her resulted in a comment about Jeremiah’s hair, including on a field trip.


The last straw was when we had parent/teacher/student conferences. The teacher went over Jeremiah’s progress and then asked me to check his registration card. I noticed they had his race marked as white, so I showed her the mistake and she replied, “Oh we know he’s not white; you can tell by looking at his hair.” I stared at her blankly, not wanting to make a scene or show any disrespect to my son’s teacher in front of him. So, we left and when I received Jeremiah’s report card, in the comment section was yet another remark about his hair.


One night, after I washed his hair, Jeremiah was looking in the mirror as I brushed his hair back. He said, “Mommy, I look so cool.” And then told me his hair looked like a friend’s. The next morning, when his curls were back, he looked in the mirror and said, “I don’t like my hair; it doesn’t look straight anymore.”


I teared up over that. My young son disliked his beautiful crown of curls. He had loved them when we lived in Texas. There he would get comments, but it was different. They were compliments, not remarks that highlighted his difference. I’d had my own experience with this in Utah, when an older woman commented on my curls and then asked me if they were real. When I told her yes, she put her hands right in my hair to see for herself. I couldn’t shake how violated I felt that day. So I could only imagine how Jeremiah had been feeling.


I scheduled a meeting with Jeremiah’s teacher. I explained that Jeremiah had begun to dislike his curls, and I walked her through all the times she’d talked about them, including on the report card. I asked if she’d made any comments about the other children’s hair on their report cards and she said no. She apologized and stated that it was not her intention to hurt Jeremiah or make him feel uncomfortable. I accepted and told her I believed her, because I did. But I shared that intention does not eliminate the impact. The comments from his teacher about his hair stopped after that meeting.


I ordered some new books and the one that resonated for him was What I Like About Me! by Allia Zobel Nolan. I also made up a silly song just for him: “Jeremiah’s got the best curls in the world!” I sang it to him every day as I did his hair. Our neighbors told him about Lenny Kravitz and showed him pictures.


After a few days, success! Jeremiah said, “Mommy, I like my hair and I don’t want to change it.”


— Shawntae Chase —
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If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s the power of using your voice.


~Michelle Obama, Becoming





“Ms. Wyatt, tell me what’s going on,” the doctor said. “Well, when I bit into a piece of toast over the weekend, I heard a loud pop and immediately experienced pain out of this world from the lower left side of my face. It hurt so bad I saw stars and now I can’t open my mouth to brush my teeth anymore, can’t talk properly, can’t chew at all, and can’t sleep at night without this aching pain. I’ve been eating vanilla pudding for three days straight and I miss the taste of real food SO MUCH.”


“Do you grind your teeth? I know you have a hectic job and I’m sure nowadays the stress is driving everyone crazy,” the oral surgeon asked as he examined my jaw X-rays.


It is indeed true, I work in a highly-stressful environment. For us Congressional staffers, charged with helping lawmakers represent their districts and states, the hours are long, the work intense, and because the nation seems to lurch from one crisis to the next, every breaking news story is an urgent emergency. It hasn’t helped that the COVID-19 pandemic took away my usual stress alleviators, all my family members are essential workers and going into work every day, and we are in the middle of one of the most politically-charged times in our nation’s history. But every day, I just put my head down, move my emotions to the backburner so I can focus, grit my teeth, and get the job done — because public service is my passion. Politics and policymaking aren’t for the faint-hearted.


I half denied and half acknowledged the truth, flatly proclaiming, “I have ground my teeth in the past, yes.”


Concern flashed across the surgeon’s face and he hurriedly left the room. As I waited for him to return, I stared at the stark white ceiling, shivering in that freezing room and trying not to inhale the acrid smell of too many cleaning supplies in one contained area. I let out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding and thought more about the surgeon’s question.


He wasn’t the first to ask — my orthodontist when fitting me for braces in high school asked me the same. I’ve been a teeth-grinder since middle school and when I went to see a therapist in college, she said, “Trauma lives on in the body. Your teeth grinding is your emotions trying to make their escape. They can’t stay silent forever.”


With the rush of a white lab coat, the oral surgeon returned, disrupting my thoughts and pulling me back into the present. He delivered the bad news: I had a jaw fracture caused by my recent wisdom teeth removal and many years of teeth grinding weakening my jaw. I vaguely heard him tell me to maintain a strict liquid diet for the next eight weeks as I silently blinked back tears. Walking back to the car, I resolved to take a long drive (a newly discovered pandemic habit) and clear my head.


The same questions reverberated in my mind as street after street disappeared in my rearview mirror: When did I begin grinding my teeth? When did I silence my emotions? And when did they try to make an escape?


When a boy forced his hand up my skirt on the school bus one day without my permission, I knew that to tell anyone would be the ruin of my already shaky reputation at a new school. Speaking up and saying the wrong thing was a sign of weakness, which made you a sure target for relentless bullies. Trying not to fulfill stereotypes as the only Black student in predominantly white classes at Harvard, I continued the silence. Ditto for working in Congress, one of the world’s most elite halls of power. I morphed into a Black wallflower, gritting my teeth to keep from saying the wrong thing, at the wrong time. A silencing of myself over and over, until I thought I had nothing valuable left to say: Silenced.


To be smart, educated, vocal, Black, and a woman was not always the paragon it is today.


“You’re an enigma to me. I don’t know anything about you because you never share anything about your life.” my sister said to me once on a road trip. I sat in the front passenger seat dumbfounded that my blood sister and decades-long best friend, the person I’m closest to in the world, felt she didn’t know me. She continued, “For example, I have no idea how you felt when we were kids and Mom was diagnosed with breast cancer for the second time.”


I ducked my head and stared at the floor: “I really don’t remember feeling anything at all. All I knew was that I had to keep it together so that we could keep functioning. There was no time for emotions.” Cue the clenched jaw.


I never made a formal vow of silence. No, I made seemingly small compromises between myself and my emotions along the way that belittled my ability to use my voice. Like a muscle atrophied from lack of use, my voice withered away until I no longer knew how to use it. I sacrificed my truth on the altar of others’ truths, desired outcomes, and comfort without realizing the disservice I was doing to myself and everyone around me.


That fractured jaw and my ensuing recovery provided physical proof that my silence, a toxic defense mechanism, was hurting me in tangible ways, not helping me. If I wanted to heal physically, change was no longer optional, and I needed to regain my voice.


I began to speak up in big and little ways: at meetings and in salary negotiations. Acknowledging my emotions, advocating for myself, and speaking my truth released some of the jaw tension. Being honest created a space of vulnerability for others to be open with me too. I voiced things I had never said out loud to my family, friends, and even co-workers. And they repaid me in kind with some of the most honest, intimate, and cherished conversations I’ve ever experienced in my life. In speaking up, they experienced the real Jasmine, not some robot — after all, our voices and experiences are what make us human.


Weeks after my fracture, domestic terrorists and rioters stormed the United States Capitol Building, my workplace for the last five years. As I watched video after video of the destruction and chaos unfolding on TV, my chest tightened, my heart raced, and I couldn’t breathe no matter how hard I gasped for air. I gritted my teeth as every illusion of national progress and false sense of security I held tightly crumbled in an instant.


A colleague e-mailed me about the tragic events asking, “How are you holding up?” I started to type my traditional “All is well” answer before I stopped, fingers poised over the keyboard, teeth still gritted, and pain radiating from my jaw. I hit the backspace button, took a deep breath, and instead wrote “I appreciate you asking, to be honest…”


— Jasmine J. Wyatt —
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If we merge mercy with might, and might with right, then love becomes our legacy and change our children’s birthright.


~Amanda Gorman, The Hill We Climb





Originally, I went to AfroComicCon because I thought it would be a good place for a date with my man. He’s an Afro Caribbean fantasy-novel reading, World of Warcraft playing, Star Trek and Star Wars watching, Magic: The Gathering card-collecting, comic book page-flipping type brother. Although we’ve been together almost twenty years, when we hang at home, you might find us cuddled up reading very different books. I’m a sister who writes heist and spy fiction, so while we both like our action and drama, we are decidedly living in different genres. The only movie we’ve seen together in the theater in the last decade was Black Panther.


I have much love for the sci-fi fantasy writers of color because these folks are holding a powerful vision of Black people in the future. So I took my man to AfroComicCon in 2017, just after Hurricane Maria had devastated Puerto Rico. I’m a Black Puerto Rican, so that year, I began to see everything through a lens of the climate crisis. So, while I was surrounded by Black people talking about superpowers and heroism and the future, I was also thinking about the climate emergency.


Scientists agree that human beings, especially those of us in the U.S. and the West, have been burning fossil fuels and the carbon in the air is trapping heat. It’s warming the planet and causing sea level rise, and all kinds of disasters, with more to come. Scientists are saying that we have to make drastic changes in cutting fossil fuel emissions if we hope to stand a chance of having a planet whose air, and water, and land can actually support human habitation moving into the future.


Things have heightened to a state of emergency. It’s like an episode of Star Trek: “Oh no, Captain! This planet is gonna blow!” But unlike Star Trek, we only have one earth, and can’t tour the galaxy to find a better planet, one that’s more stable and fit for human habitation. We need to take the action necessary to save this one.


I have to be honest. When I was coming up, I didn’t see a lot of Black people talking about the environment. Some of us did talk about pollution in our neighborhoods, and rates of asthma, but it often seemed that the environment wasn’t our issue and the climate movement wasn’t our movement. We’re tired. We’re working on racial and economic and gender justice. Our communities are fighting so many issues of danger and survival today. But all that is changing.


Many movements are coming together to fight for climate justice. Because in order to solve the issues of climate, we need justice-based solutions that are so massive, they will also solve many other types of inequities.


When I stood in AfroComicCon and saw a wide array of Black people cosplaying comic book characters and superheroes, I had that expansive feeling that we can be anything, can do anything. Black writers of science fiction and fantasy are creating visions so Black people can see ourselves in the future. I think we need to take it a step further, we are being called upon to save the future. We need to emulate the people of Wakanda and imagine our power outside of the limits that racism has set for us. Because we all know that inside we are that powerful. I’m telling you, people, WE are the vibranium.


And there’s this one particular shred of hope that I’ve been clinging to lately: The Hero’s Journey. Joseph Campbell talks about a monomyth, a story that has appeared in every culture on the planet, and it’s about a reluctant hero who gets called upon to leave their safe comfortable world and venture into an unknown world. This is the plot of so many of our favorite stories: Star Wars, Moana, Black Panther. And in the so-called darkest hour of the story, the hero has lost hope. The crew is turning on each other. The power of the enemy seems unstoppable. And the hero wants to give up.


Really, the hero has given up. They’re just gonna stop fighting and let the evil forces win. But someone comes along and tells them that they can do it. Because it turns out that after all the physical obstacles the hero or band of heroes had fought, the final obstacle was within, their hopelessness or guilt or shame or fear of inadequacy holding them back.


And then some kind of mentor or ancestor or magical force comes and tells them that they can do it. They can fight and they can win. And I choose to believe that human beings in every culture in the world have been telling this story for thousands of years because it is our story. Because we are those heroes, and because we can win if we set aside our hopelessness and fight.


At AfroComicCon I looked around at all those fabulous Black people in their cosplay outfits, and I realized, we’re gonna have to come out from behind the books and the gaming consoles and the laptop screens. We’re gonna have to join the rebellion, the resistance, the movement IRL — in real life. And we can make noise on the Internet, but we also have to organize and strategize and build a movement that is stronger than the forces that want to destroy the planet.


My man and I went to AfroComicCon that first year, and the second year we brought our kid. Now we go every year. I’ve even started writing some science-fiction and fantasy of my own. But the biggest takeaway is that Black people can do anything, and that the future is in our hands.


— Aya de Leon —
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