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			For my bundles, Maya and Kaden, who teach me everyday how important the little moments truly are.  —CD

			For Ollie and MarMar, Mommy and I breathe our every breath for you two, even when we’re using that breath to yell at you all to clean up your room or to stop teasing each other, especially then. —JJ

		

	
		
			THE INTRO

			

		

	
		
			We need to talk. Those four words almost sound quaint these days. Like being asked to dance rather than grinded upon, thank-you notes chiseled out with pen and paper, getting home before the streetlights go on, or mixtapes. It is the “talk” part that does it—gives the phrase its quaint factor. That’s because we don’t talk to each other anymore.

			Many think the art of conversation was killed by technology. That’s a bit of a cop-out. Technology did indeed change how we talk, but if we were already engaging in truly honest conversation—where we say what we mean and listen to what others say—then we should be able to continue some of that even if our words are delivered differently. Instead, technology just enables the bad habits that were already forming. We were already on the road of nontalk before the text and Twitter takeover. Consider that long before we were glued to our mobile screens Hollywood was able to become dependent on the “we need to talk” line to create imaginary relationship drama in make-believe worlds because talking was already becoming something that we didn’t like to do in the real world.

			Everyone edits. It is part of growing up. The wonderful thing about young children as they learn to express themselves is that they do just that—express themselves. Uninhibited. They have not learned to filter yet and so say everything that comes to mind. It is why talking to a three-year-old can often flip-flop from being hilarious to embarrassing to wildly unexpected. There is a raw honesty to children-speak that us grown folks have long lost. As the parents of four children between us (all under eight years old), we each are caught in this world of seemingly inappropriate honesty on a regular basis. From the “Hi, old lady” hurled across a local diner by a five-year-old to say hi to, well, an old lady to the “Mommy’s fatter than Daddy” uttered matter-of-factly by the two-year-old in the backseat of the car one day. (She is.) Or even this question asked by the five-year-old while walking past a group of teenagers hanging out on the corner in the summer heat in Bed-Stuy: “Why do black people talk so loud?” (We do.)

			What if we took that level of tell-it-like-it-is honesty and talked grown-up issues instead? Could we survive being so candid? That is what this collection of essays tries to do. We chose five topics—Sex, Money, Religion, Politics, Race—because those are the things polite guests are never supposed to talk about at a dinner party.

			Granted, we live in a world where social networking, Twitter, Facebook, etc., has obliterated the line between private and public moments as we keep larger and larger circles updated about the big and small. It is very easy for it to seem as if we are talking constantly. But just because our private lives have become public doesn’t mean that we are truly unedited. Living online also allows an unprecedented level of anonymity. So while our actions, and even our faces, are much more exposed, our words are shielded by the safety of cyber pseudonyms and anonymous comments that nobody has to claim. Never before could individuals be so involved in a conversation, any conversation—whether it be posting a simple comment or creating an entire blogging identity—without having to reveal the who behind the invectives being flung. That’s not candor, it’s cowardice. It’s much harder to say what you mean when you have to be held accountable for those words.

			You’ll notice that these essays don’t take on the point-counterpoint format. Although we have each contributed to the loose organization of five taboo topics we never go back and forth to each write our take on the exact same issue. This is not a he said/she said debate. Instead, each essay tackles a new idea within those general topics. For some that may sound disjointed: a kitchen-sink approach for a collection of writing from two different voices. Instead, we feel it more mirrors a natural conversation. The kind of conversation that meanders, stops, starts, gets you angry, sad, and makes you laugh. Those conversations where you start talking about one thing but end up talking about something completely different with no idea how you got there. The all-night kind of talk that lasts until the sun comes up. The best kind of conversations to have.

			Since we are asking you to take this journey in candor with us, we should probably be a little more honest about ourselves. At first glance this may all sound like a lot of intellectual gymnastics between an anthropologist (John) and a journalist (Cora), an idealistic partnership that hopes to bridge academia and the street. Such professional relationships can often be anything but candid, so what’s the point? But our relationship is not just professional but personal. In what is probably news to our publisher, we have had a friendship that has lasted ever since we were in high school together in Brooklyn more than twenty-­five years ago (did we just admit that?). We certainly didn’t go to a quaint neighborhood school that brought family and community together. It was not a place where lifetime relationships were often formed. Instead it was an urban fortress housing more than 4,000 students from across New York City, making it, at the time, one of the largest high schools in the biggest city in the country. It means we did not grow up together or come from the same place. We are also not the people today that we were then. But this shared history—we’ve known each other longer than we’ve known our spouses—is significant because it gives us a rapport that you could never get in the contrived Real Housewives social settings more common nowadays. Conversations of substance are hard enough with strangers; with those who you know and care about, it can get even more dicey. The stakes are higher. You argue with strangers and acquaintances, you fight with friends and family.

			Perhaps we are naïve to think that most conversations today need to be more impolite. Perhaps. But without candid talk we risk, as a society, becoming stuck, whether that be in the sphere of politics, corporate innovation, or anything else.

			Here’s a thought: it is truly difficult to have a conversation without really listening to the person we are talking to. Not only do we no longer listen but, thanks to new technological innovations, we don’t have to. Instead, we enjoy making our points so much that we only listen long enough to poke holes in other people’s arguments. But that’s not truly hearing them. Honest listening is really the lost art.

			So let’s talk. And listen . . .

		

	
		
			SEX

			

		

	
		
			CORA

			Let’s pray for sexually active daughters.

			“I want a freak in the morning, freak in the evening, just like me . . .”

			—ADINA HOWARD, FREAK LIKE ME

			A few years ago there was this Subaru commercial that was perfectly engineered to touch any parent’s heart. In the spot a father is giving his teenage daughter the keys to the car for the first time, but when he looks in the driver’s seat while giving his safety speech he is still seeing his daughter as the toddler she once was. I experience the opposite effect daily. From the moment my daughter was born I’ve been thinking about the woman she will grow up to be. Part of this future focus is that I am an obsessive planner. I surround myself with to-do lists, buy tickets months in advance, and register for things the first day possible, always. By December 1 this past year, I had already planned out my kids’ entire summer vacation, including finding and registering them for seven different weekly summer camps between the two of them. My husband thinks I’m crazy. What he doesn’t know is the constant planning I do that he can’t see. Since before my daughter could talk I have been thinking about the Talk, as in how will I talk to my daughter about sex. She’s barely started elementary school, so our sex talks have been relatively limited so far. But that hasn’t stopped me thinking. And that’s mostly not because of my obsessive planning but because I’m a woman raising a future woman.

			I enjoy sex.

			It is amazing to me how few women can say those three words proudly, unapologetically, void of embarrassment, or even without cushioning the admission with a little humor. Perhaps the only thing I envy about men is that it is assumed that they like to get their freak on, when for women it is still something that we are supposed to whisper. Here I am a grown woman, mother of two, still married to the boy I met in college, and writing a book dedicated to candor, and of all the personal, honest, tasteless, and impolite things I’ve written, it is those three words—I enjoy sex—that make me pause at the thought of my mom reading. And if we are keeping it real, honestly, I am not sure I would be able to write those three words so loud and proud if my father were still alive.

			For the record, I think about sex, I fantasize about sex, I enjoy sex. At the playground whenever I see fellow parents sporting mommy/daddy gear and exhaustion, I think about how they have also had sex. I actually find one of the best unexpected aphrodisiacs in life is to spot a family from an ultraconservative religious sect, like Hasidic Jews or the Amish, with all their children upon children in tow. Seeing all the sex that couple is obviously having immediately shames any too-tired thoughts from my mind. In fact the only good thing that came from having to endure a presidential election race with the insufferable Mitt Romney was the bombardment of family photos of his five children and his brood of grandchildren (twenty at last count), which put my sex life into overdrive. The Romney clan is clearly doin’ it, and doin’ it, and doin’ it well.

			Of course, the major flaw in my thinking is the assumption that just because you are having lots of sex doesn’t mean you are enjoying it. Most people think by enjoying it, it means the sex has to be good. I come from the school where all sex, even bad sex, at some level can offer some enjoyment if you let it. I’d rather be having bad sex than, say, go to work, ditto for cleaning my house, shuttling my kids to their endless list of playdates, soccer games, or ballet lessons. Bad sex is better than the morning commute or trying to do errands with my four-year-old in tow. Where bad sex starts to lose its appeal is when it is up against other forms of enjoyment—dinner and a movie, a girls’ night out, sleep. That’s when our minds start to wander through all the things we could be doing that would be more fun as we wait for the bad sex to end. Still, bad sex doesn’t really become bad until you’ve had great sex. In fact, that moment of great sex is the turning point. Before that moment of great sex, if given the choice—a year filled with lots of sex that’s just okay versus a year of hardly any sex, but the sex is mind-blowingly great—I’d surely have picked lots of sex. But after that great sex moment in life it is hard to go back to okay sex no matter how much you’re doin’ it.

			What I have realized is that, unlike some parents, I don’t dread the day my daughter will have sex. That’s partly why dads, like the one in the Subaru commercial, constantly infantilize their daughters because they can’t bear to acknowledge their daughters’ sexuality. Instead, what I worry more about is whether my daughter will enjoy sex.

			That worry doesn’t make me too popular at the playground. Much of the conversation in parenting circles is about how to prevent our kids from having sex, period. Whether the concern comes from our values and belief system or from a health and pregnancy standpoint or some combination, often the discussions focus on dangers and fears. Recently, I went to a meeting at my children’s elementary school that dealt with talking to your kids about sex, and the speaker opened the session with: “If you have children in kindergarten they are five years away from puberty.” I saw two dads bolt from the room immediately. The next forty-five minutes we were showered with various depressing statistics of the teenage pregnancy–sexual abuse–HIV/AIDS variety. Amid the fear by flurry, we learned that these days the golden rule among youth sex educators is that age ten is the new sixteen. At that I almost bolted from the room.

			All those dangers and fears have merit and should not be dismissed. If you really want the lowdown on fearful statistics check out the Centers for Disease Control’s Youth Risk Behavior Surveys (YRBS), which have become the most reliable youth sex data. The annual surveys actually monitor all risky health behavior among the nation’s young people, which means you will find data documenting bike helmet use next to driving while drinking next to whether or not teenagers carried a weapon on school property in the last thirty days (this is actually a survey question that the government asks) next to questions of virginity or how many young people have had sexual intercourse for the first time before age thirteen. The data is gathered nationally, by state, and in some cases at the city level in chart upon chart for comparison. The prying eyes of the government aside, I don’t want to dismiss the health risks that come when young people have sex. My problem, though, is that too often that negativity is ­directed at our daughters. In a recent controversial anti-teen pregnancy campaign New York’s former mayor Michael Bloomberg went as far as plastering oversized posters of crying curly headed toddlers across the city to chastise teenage (black) girls to keep their legs shut. “Honestly Mom . . . chances are he WON’T stay with you. What happens to me?” The words of one ad lashed out on the side of a bus alongside a picture of a little black baby girl as I crossed the street with my own little black girl.

			Of course, as parents we need to be teaching our girls and boys respect, responsibility, and values, all of which if we teach it right should shape their decisions of when to engage in a sexual relationship. Not educating our children about protection against STDs and pregnancy is downright irresponsible, much like driving without a license.

			But as mothers we should also be teaching our daughters to enjoy sex.

			It took me a long time to admit that I enjoy sex. My household was strict, and my family lived by a code of silence. It meant that uncomfortable topics just didn’t get discussed. That silence ran so deep that when I got my period for the first time I didn’t tell my mother. It meant that the next month when it returned I was shocked. I am embarrassed to say that in the pre–Internet era of my youth, my sex education was so lacking I had been under the misimpression that this period thing only happened once a year instead of every month. Only then did I tell my mother, not because I thought it was something she should know, but because I didn’t want to have to pay for the overpriced box of maxi pads each month. Even without discussion, some things were just understood that good girls didn’t do, sex being at the top of the list.

			When I went off to college the one thing my dad gave me was a Bible. My husband, who unlike me was actually raised going to church every Sunday, was sent off to college with a box of condoms. We met the second day of school and finished the box by the end of the week. I enjoyed every minute of it.

			To be fair to my parents, my household was not the only one—this is how we raise our daughters. When my own daughter was in the second grade a teacher cornered me one day after school to talk. It was a bit startling because my little girl is the type of student teachers typically love: smart and well-behaved. So when this teacher pulled me aside and in a hushed voice wanted to “inform” me that she thought my daughter was perhaps hanging around with the “wrong kids,” I was shocked. Apparently what alarmed this teacher was that she heard my daughter utter the word “penis” during a conversation with a boy after class. The teacher had no further information for me, no idea what the conversation was about, and wanted to stress that nothing disruptive happened during class, but . . . she still “thought I should know.” The parents of the boy also involved in the penis conversation never got pulled over for a hushed-tone talk. The thing is, I am sure this teacher thought she was doing good by pulling me aside because my child is smart and well-behaved, and, let’s face it, a girl. But we aren’t talking about when I went off to college, when good girls are sent off with Bibles and good boys are loaded up with condoms. That even today the disconnect we feel that a girl is doing something wrong by, in this case, merely uttering the word “penis,” and a boy who does the same is not, illustrates how much further most of us have to go to empowering our girls when it comes to their sexual life.

			I can feel the shaking heads and hear the tsk-tsks from those who think I have gone too far in my overreacting. “Your seven-year-old was caught talking about penises in school!” Here, again, my husband too thinks I’m crazy. And I must admit, my overly reflective rational self here on the page was absent that day in the schoolyard. Instead, my daughter got the stern lecture about appropriate talk and behavior in school and how I didn’t want her ever to do anything in school that would cause her mother to be pulled aside by a teacher again. I might have also uttered, not too softly and definitely not at all rationally, something to the effect of “you will not play with that boy again!”

			I still regret it.

			

			What would Dr. Laura Berman do? I am not the daytime talk show type. I don’t really have a good reason, just that I find the whole studio audience discussion on the boring side even if there are chairs being thrown. So Oprah was never one of my habits. People would drop names in Oprah’s BFF circle like Oz or Phil or Laura, and I would have no idea who these folks were or the extent of their following. And I was fine with that. But a few years ago I was home on maternity leave with my son, getting reacquainted with daytime TV, when I caught sexpert Laura Berman on Oprah. She was spouting ­advice about talking to kids about sex that made me freeze in my ­remote control surfing tracks. The moment was when Berman ­advised the crowd to educate their teenage daughters about vibrators. Shock and awe and “oh no she didn’t” squeals spread across the ­audience. Gayle King looked so mortified that I thought her body was going to meltify, like the Nazis in Raiders of the Lost Ark, right there on my screen. Berman touted a sex survey conducted by Seventeen and O magazines that found that in our discussions with our children about sex, only 35 percent of mothers talk about pleasure. She was aghast, emphasizing the only—as in only 35 percent. Judging from the ­audience’s reaction I was surprised to hear that it was that much.

			“You’re teaching [your daughters] about their own body and pleasuring themselves and taking the reins of their own sexuality so that they don’t ever have to depend on any other teenage boy to do it for them,” says Berman as she encouraged the female audience to start exploring their own routes to sexual pleasure. I haven’t heard Berman speak again since that very brief moment I had with daytime talk, but what made her stick in my mind was this: “When you are comfortable, that’s when you can really raise a sexually empowered daughter.”1

			Unfortunately most of us are not really that comfortable.

			Consider that about 75 percent of all women never reach orgasm from intercourse alone and as many as 10 percent of sexually active women have never climaxed under any circumstances (alone or with their partner).2 How we are raised affects the quality of our sex lives. As parents we spend our lives teaching our children. Why, then, of all the important life lessons we try to teach, do we not do more to teach our children how to love their sexual side? After all, our children will always be our children but they won’t always be children.

			

			Of course Berman is not the first to bring up masturbation. Back in 1994 Dr. Jocelyn Elders made the mistake of saying what was on her mind. As the first black U.S. surgeon general, what was on her mind was children dying. So on the eve of the United Nations AIDS conference she argued that schoolchildren should be taught to masturbate to ward off STDs. The minute she uttered the m of masturbate she was a goner. Barely out of my parents’ house of silence, in an age before reality TV when private lives were truly private, I still remember the lightning bolt of shock from hearing a person in the public eye utter the word. Obviously I wasn’t alone. Elders was discarded by the Clinton administration so swiftly, it became a stunning example of just how fast government can actually move. Since then Elders still says the word “masturbate” a lot but doesn’t utter the word “AIDS” so much as an excuse to do it. Protection from STDs is still one of her reasons for advocating masturbation, but pleasure is also enough. More important, she hasn’t budged on the important role masturbation should play in the sexual education of our young people.

			“Back then, everybody was acting like this was a word they’d never heard,” Elders told The Root in 2011—the word being, of course, masturbation. “Everybody does it, but nobody admits to it. If everybody in Congress who’d ever masturbated in their life would turn green, then we would have a green Congress. That’s true for the whole country, and other countries, too.”3

			Some fifteen years after Elders made her masturbation remark in passing (it was in response to a question), the British government started dishing out her masturbation advice to teenagers. In a sexual health pamphlet created by the National Health Service in the UK titled “Pleasure,” teenagers are encouraged to exercise their right to “an orgasm a day.” The “Pleasure” pamphlet was embraced by a city in northern England and circulated by local officials to teens, parents, and youth advocates. In its words: “Health promotion experts advocate five portions of fruit and veg a day and 30 minutes’ physical activity three times a week. What about sex or masturbation twice a week?”

			What does that say about the rest of us when a sharecropper’s daughter in her seventies (Elders) and the UK (an entire nation known across the globe for being sexually uptight) are more comfortable with the sexuality of our children than many of us responsible for raising them?

			

			Perhaps the hang-ups about sex that we pass on to our girls are because we, as a nation, are too romantic. I admit I have been accused of not being the romantic type. True, my husband often chides me because I’m the one who forgets our anniversary. Also my favorite genre of movies is horror, and I think sitting through a romantic comedy is worse than torture in a foreign dictator’s prison. I also have a great dislike for Valentine’s Day. The idea that there is a single day where everyone is supposed to get all lovey and mushy seems preposterous to me. Shouldn’t a relationship filled with passion have many days like this? And if we are sentenced to only one day of passion, why would every relationship have the same day? Romance itself, at least in our modern heterosexual practice of it, seems to be a one-sided type of love. One person is actively wooing the other, often with gifts and trinkets, rather than having both sides actively engaged together to do something special for the couple as a unit. For heterosexual couples, sex becomes the most romantic gift that women can give, and thus the expectation of pleasure is given away to their partner, too. Because of the one-sidedness, our practice of romance often includes a heavy dose of fantasy. Fantasy is expected. That is what the flowers and the candles and the whirlwind are all about: “the feeling” people get that makes them know someone is “the one.” It is very easy to love a fantasy—it is much harder to love the reality.

			As a woman I find this all condescending because, let’s face it, Valentine’s Day has made a business of romanticizing women. The celebration of the holiday in the United States was, in fact, the creation of the greeting card industry, inspired by Esther Howland, who is still hailed a hero by Hallmark. Esther came across a handmade card that was part of a new British celebration of exchanging love notes on February 14. She convinced her father, who owned a stationery store in Worcester, Massachusetts, to start mass marketing Valentine’s Day cards, thus introducing the fledgling holiday on a wide scale in the States. Valentine’s Day and Esther’s cards became such a hit here in the United States that when she sold her business, The New England Valentine Company, it was making $100,000 a year. The year was 1881. The mother of Valentine’s Day, as Esther came to be known, never married.4

			As a black woman I don’t like V-day because it is the time of year when all the single-women-are-doomed stories hit the media. (Pssst, did you hear? It is easier to be hit by a truck, win the lottery, or fly to the North Pole than it is to find a husband.) In February single women are treated like a disease that needs to be cured. What’s worse is that this singlehood is something that they are bringing on themselves. So the coverage is always what can be done to catch a man (the media is only interested in heterosexual love) and thus spare yourself the sentence of singlehood. When it comes to black women the scenario is even worse. (Pssst, did you hear? It is easier to be hit by a meteor, win on Jeopardy, or fly to the moon than it is for a single black woman to find a husband.) I am purposely not going to recycle all the stats about how hard it is for black women to marry. Instead, keep in mind that stats about SBWs should never be taken in a vacuum. Americans, as a whole, have become the nonmarrying kind, with marriage rates falling to an all-time low of 51 percent. Singlehood is the times. Against that backdrop, it should be noted that rates for black men who are not married are about the same as they are for black women, even if they don’t get constant grief from moms, aunties, and the media about when they will jump the broom.

			Still . . . this doesn’t mean that when it comes to marriage and black women we don’t have issues. One of the major differences in the single black woman pool, compared to other women, is the role of the church. And that doesn’t get talked about enough.

			

			I was interviewing Sophia Nelson about a manifesto she wrote, Black Woman Redefined, when she started preaching.

			“Jesus ain’t your man, he’s your savior,” says Nelson.

			Her words shook me through the phone. A couple years later I still can’t shake that moment, when I was hit with the truth and left dumbstruck. Nelson blames the rise of singlehood of highly educated black women and the lack of fulfillment many are finding in their love lives to a cycle of overdependence on the church for companionship. During our discussions it was one of the points she was most impassioned about. For me, often the only married woman in a circle of black single friends, it was affirmation for things I had been rolling over in my head. She was preaching to the choir because I too blamed the church for helping to create the single black woman class. And when I say, respectfully, that the church contributes to the single black woman class, it is not a sign that I have little faith, it is an honest look at reality.

			If you start digging through our nation’s declining marriage stats you will find that marriage has become a custom for the rich. It is the well-educated, well-off couples who are still marrying amid the nation’s crashing marriage rates. One of the key reasons couples are delaying marriage or never marrying at all is not because of a lack of love, or companionship, or desire—it is because of economics. They don’t feel they can afford to get married. (Of course, they are actually mixing up not being able to afford a wedding with not being able to afford to get married.) One of the side effects of the recent financial crisis is that college grads are starting to delay marriage because of school loan debts.5 When you see marriage through an economic prism the lower marriage rates for black and Hispanic couples begin to make more sense. The crisis is not a crisis of values, as it is often portrayed—it is a crisis of economics. The desires to get married have remained the same across races for decades. That is why Nelson’s look at professional single black women is significant because this is the class of women that are truly going against the trend. And that is why for black women—who go to church regularly more often than any other women or group of people period6—the role of the church cannot be overlooked when talking about relationships.

			Nelson sees the issue as one of companionship. That is why her “Jesus ain’t your man” comment is hard to shake. She argues for more balance for our faith-filled lives, warning against being more concerned with what we think He wants that we no longer live the life that we want. Nelson blames the rise in singlehood of highly educated black women and the lack of fulfillment that many are finding in their love lives to a cycle of an overdependence on church for companionship. In Redefined’s survey of black men, 51 percent believed that professional black women’s devotion to religion can interfere with a relationship’s intimacy. Black professional women surveyed discussed “having to choose between their commitment to God and their standards for men,” implying that one would have to be compromised in a relationship. A majority of professional black women (66 percent) reported that they would rather be alone than enter into a relationship with someone who is below their standards for the sake of companionship. “We need a healthy intersection of faith and humanity and sexuality,” insists Nelson.

			For me I don’t see it as an issue of companionship but more of an issue of romance. Celibacy is a romanticized notion of Faith. There is an increasing amount of scholarship that is looking at how modern society has a much more conservative view of sex than the Bible intended. In her recent book Unprotected Texts: The Bible’s Surprising Contradictions about Sex and Desire, Jennifer Wright Knust, an ordained Baptist minister and a professor of religion at Boston University, argues that the Bible’s teachings on sex are not as absolute as Americans often suggest. “When it comes to sex the Bible is often divided against itself,” writes Knust.7 With that she argues that some exceptions can be found on its teachings against premarital sex. It is just one of the things in the Bible that can be both forbidden and ­allowed. The key is if we accept that the Bible is a complicated text with multiple layers and insights, then we should also embrace the notion that there could never be an absolute view of its teachings. That would be too simplistic and instead we need to respect the ­Bible’s shades of gray. Writers like Knust argue that sex in the Bible is easy to find if you have the training to look. My concern with celibacy is it is only possible if the pleasure of sex becomes removed. But even if you believe that the primary purpose of sexual intercourse is to procreate then shouldn’t creating life, making a baby, be enjoyable?

			Sophia Nelson, a church-going woman who comes from a family of preachers, tells me: “You can have a healthy sex life and be a godly woman.”

			And that is the point.

			Black women have allowed the church to shape their sex lives. It hasn’t stopped us from having sex (so on some level we must accept the Bible’s shades of gray) but instead it creates a foundation of sexual contradiction, guilt, and dishonesty that can be suffocating. This matters because our hang-ups about sex are related to our singlehood. That doesn’t mean that black women are causing their singlehood. It is not something we are bringing on ourselves and it is not something that is up to only us to resolve. But, it is hard to build a strong partnership with someone if you don’t understand yourself. Sexual desires are part of that. There is nothing wrong with that. It is time that we realize that sexual intercourse is not only a gift for our partners but a gift for ourselves. And that is a lesson that every woman, regardless of race, should embrace.

			I was off the market by the time the hook-up culture was embraced by young women. At first glance I was excited to hear that young women were aggressively acknowledging and indulging their desires. But about the same time that this supposed sexual revolution was taking hold I started getting “the question” from young women. The how-did-I-find-a-mate question. Sometimes it was cloaked in the form of career chitchat. When I’d talk to journalism students, the women would ask me if the field was family friendly. That would then often spill into a discussion of snide comments about the lack of relationships on campus and the fear that families would never come. I once had a student of mine thank me at the end of the ­semester for being an “inspiration.” I wish it had something to do with my journalism, but her next breath explained it was because I was married with two young kids. In circles off campus when I would meet young women the questioning would be more direct. Once at a book club dominated by young black women I got more questions about how I found a black husband than I did about the book I was there to talk about. After the constant questions from those younger women about mate catching, all I could think was that despite all this hooking up, women were still not having great sex.

			As I write these musings my daughter is only seven. Can I imagine the day when I will be talking to her about specific sex toys? Probably not. But I am hoping for the day when I talk to my daughter about how there is no right or wrong way to enjoy sex. Everyone has different turn-ons and things that make them feel good. She should never feel pressure to try something with her partner that she does not want to but she should also not feel embarrassed or ashamed by the things that she wants to explore and do, either. A sexual relationship is the most intimate connection you can have with a partner and that should be cherished. Great sex stimulates your mind, body, and soul, right down to your curling toes. You can’t get there without respect, respect for yourself and respect for each other. And yes, dear, you are supposed to enjoy it.

			In the meantime, forget white dresses, I will be praying my daughter has enjoyed an orgasm before her wedding night.

		

	
		
			JOHN

			There’s a conspiracy to hypermasculinize black boys.

			My fathers are a blur. Both of them. Just in slightly different ways.

			My stepfather showered me with all kinds of generously overblown praise for getting good grades in elementary school, but he was pretty quiet when it came to just about everything else. We hardly shared any Cosby Show–like heart-to-hearts. A fatherly version of the strong and silent type, he didn’t have many actual conversations with my siblings and me. It was more like he gave us orders and assessed the speed and virtuosity of our responses to them. I wouldn’t have opted for such a strict parent (had I invented my own, which I did fantasize about from time to time), but he was effective at producing at least one of the results that relatively poor parents so want for their children: upward social mobility.

			A high school graduate, he spent his entire professional career as a dietary aide in New York City hospitals, stamping dates on labels for patients’ food supplements, placing those labels on their corresponding plastic containers, and then carrying metal trays of that stuff around to patients in his wards. My mother, who married him just before I started kindergarten, also worked as a dietary aide before she went back to school at night and earned her BA in sociology from Touro College. After that, she became an adult caseworker for social services in the city. Neither of them came from money or had a fancy education, but they were able to see some of their children move more assuredly into the middle class, including one son who has become a lawyer and another, me, who writes books and teaches at universities. My sister chose a life in the arts, as a gospel performer, and the fact that she isn’t starving for her craft probably says something right there. Though that sister still lives “at home” with our mom, it is not the cramped Brooklyn apartment that we grew up in but a suburban house in a fairly quaint part of northern Jersey, and it would be easy enough to construct a white picket fence around it if anybody wanted to.

			My mom is still a caseworker, though she’ll be retiring soon, and my stepfather, long divorced from her and living in the same Canarsie housing project where I lived with my family from second grade through high school, spends part of his days tethered to a dialysis machine.

			Because we didn’t really talk all that much when I was a child, I find it hard to chat with him now, and I feel guilty about that. I do. I remember his birthdays, but I almost never call. I should, but I don’t know what to say. Where to start. His commitment to making sure that I did well in school played a pivotal role in my life. I know that. I wouldn’t be a tenured professor now without his efforts. And I’ve told him so, but his fathering style was so autocratic and menacing, so disciplinary and severe, that I probably haven’t quite forgiven him for how terrifying he seemed to me as a child. His style produced real results, no doubt, but always with the specter of mild violence stalking somewhere nearby.

			“Bring me the belt,” is all he’d say, once he’d decided that a particular infraction had crossed some line that demanded immediate corporal redrawing. Or, he’d just instruct me to “lie down” if he was already wearing a belt. “Lie down” meant position yourself atop the nearest available horizontal surface posthaste, either a bed or a couch or even the armrest of a particularly sturdy chair, all depending on where the declaration was made. These moments were most chilling, I think, because he never looked steam-coming-out-of-his-ears angry. It wasn’t like he would go ballistic and lash out in a rage. It was always a verdict unassumingly reached. Measured and methodical. A plain and antiseptic weighing of the situation. Then the decision: “Lie down.” Something about it might have felt more humane, more human, if he’d just lost control a little, even once, if the entire thing were more emotion-riddled and frenetic. Instead, he would give me a few almost mechanical lashes with a leather strap across my butt or my back or the back of my legs (I never knew the location or the amount of lashes to come) and then it was done. All over. That was that. It hurt like hell, mind you, but there was no yelling, no loss of control, except occasionally from my bladder. It all seemed strangely calculated and contained—and so much more enigmatic as a consequence.

			My biological father is a different kind of enigma to me, starting with the fact that I don’t even know what he looks like. There are a lot of ways I could find out, but I don’t bother, which is its own weirdness, I suppose. The last time one of my mother’s sisters took me to visit him, the last time he and I met, I was still in college, and he was living or visiting (I’m not sure) the same East Harlem apartment that his mother, my paternal grandmother, has occupied since I was a baby. I would end up shaking his hand and patting the head of his other son, a brother I didn’t know existed before that moment and someone who would friend me on Facebook more than fifteen years later, which was the next time we’d have any contact.

			I don’t remember much about my first father. Nothing tangible or articulatable. Mom left him for my stepfather when I was still a toddler, and I had no contact with his family afterward. I don’t even remember that summer visit, not with graspable detail. And I didn’t actually get to see his face that day either. He was a literal blur.

			When my aunt brought me to meet him during the summer after my first year at Howard University, I was working at a Burger King in Canarsie, trying to earn enough money for a new pair of glasses. I’d broken mine into two taped-together halves that I was too embarrassed to wear in public, so I went to meet him without them. But my eyesight has long been so bad that the world in front of me is barely more than splotches of lights and darks without prescription lenses. So, when I went to meet him, to reconnect, after so many years, I couldn’t see a thing. It was all out of focus, just bleeding colors and their accompanying sounds. I squinted as best I could, without trying to draw too much attention to it, but that didn’t make much difference.

			My biological father was only eighteen when I was born. Or maybe seventeen. I can’t exactly remember, and I haven’t looked at my birth certificate in a while. He had my name though, John Lester Jackson, which was so striking the first time I read that document. The “Lester” always sounded ugly to me for some reason, which is why Cora, my coauthor, still loves to work my nerves by calling me “Lester” whenever she possibly can. But seeing it on that birth certificate brought home the fact that it was a part of my name. My name. I liked that. And my stepfather rightly surmised, midway through high school, that I would put my full name on just about everything I owned or had to profess as mine (“John Lester Jackson, Jr.’s marble notebook”) partly out of a desire to mark space between the two of us, to assert my difference from him in a passive-aggressive (or maybe just passive) way. He didn’t do anything more than make note of the fact, just once, and then never brought it up again. As long as I was doing my schoolwork, he’d let me have my relatively tame form of rebellion.

			But that summer in 1990 is the last time I “saw” my biological father. Almost twenty-five years ago. I don’t know where he is now or what he’s been doing all this time. I only have that faint image of him in the back of my head, blurred beyond recognition. I can close my eyes and smell the apartment, imagining myself standing there, only a few feet away from him, but I can’t make out his features—though my aunt made a point, during that visit, of saying, several times, how much I looked like him.

			Growing up, I assumed that my stepfather had made my mother promise to keep my biological father away, to cut him and his kin off completely. Since I felt fully integrated into my stepdad’s wider Trinidadian clan, I didn’t miss out on having an extended family. And given the fact that we didn’t spend a ton of time in deep conversations, we certainly never talked about the Jacksons I’d left behind. Not a word.

			The one thing that I do remember my stepfather bringing up as a topic he wanted to make sure he broached with me was homosexuality. He didn’t obsess about it, but I can recall one particular exchange. It was memorable mostly because he made a point of sitting me down and presenting the entire thing as a planned and purposeful event.

			I was about thirteen or fourteen at the time. And if I had the language in my mental Rolodex back then, I would have probably described it as an intervention. Kind of. His point was that there are gay people in the world, all over the world, even in our very neighborhood, and my job was to stay away from them, especially older gay men, who are dangerous and sick. Any questions?

			He might have used the word “pedophile,” but I could be making that part up. He definitely did say “faggot,” and more than a few times, though matter-of-factly and without all the venom I’d heard that word laced with whenever kids used it on the playground or in school. This little sit-down was a preemptive measure, and though I don’t know what prompted it (maybe a news story he had watched or something overheard at work), I nodded that the message was loud and clear.

			What was so striking about that very short lesson, why I remember it to this day, was its theatricality. The purposeful and pointed intensity of it. This wasn’t something he voiced in passing as it popped into his head (like “boy, never go down on a woman, because she won’t respect you after that,” which he offered up while we were headed out the door to shop for shoes I could wear to my junior high school graduation). The homosexuality discussion, though short (four or five sentences from him, some head nods back from me), was something planned out. He had given it thought. This was a father-son moment.

			What is it about raising black boys that makes homosexuality seem like such a monstrous threat? Are black men especially afraid of raising gay black boys? Is that what prompted my stepfather’s uncharacteristically prearranged talk with me? Do fathers read it as a commentary on their own masculinity? Gay apples implicating the trees they’ve fallen from? And is one of the responses to that concern an overinvestment in hypermasculinity? In producing fighters, gangstas, warriors, hustlers? Anything but “faggots.” Is raising a pimp or potential womanizer better than finding out that your boy wants to be a “princess” in the school play? Or in real life?

			When comedian Dave Chappelle walked away from his hit TV series several years ago, he tried to explain the decision in different ways, and one of the factors he brought up more than once was the pressure he was getting from producers and executives to dress in drag for a skit. He didn’t want to do it, and they were making him feel like he wasn’t being a team player for refusing. They kept pressuring him, Chappelle claims, and he started to feel like their investment in his donning a dress and wig seemed bizarrely out of proportion with the skit’s value to the show. There was something weird, he thought, and irrational (and maybe even conspiratorial) about everyone’s commitment to his foray into comedic transvestism. Why did they so badly want him to dress up like a woman? Was it part of the conspiracy to destroy black boys by giving them images of femininity to emulate?8 Flip Wilson had done it. Martin Lawrence. Eddie Murphy. Jamie Foxx. It was a black comic’s rite of passage. Why? Were they attempting to produce gay feelings in black males, or at least to make them more comfortable with being effeminate?

			But dressing in drag isn’t the same thing as, say, kissing another man on camera. That’s the ostensible deal breaker for the black male entertainer. Do you remember Will Smith’s very early movie Six Degrees of Separation? He played a black gay hustler, and his character was scripted to have an openmouthed kiss with another man. Smith consulted Denzel Washington and other black actors about that scene, and they supposedly advised him against doing the kiss on-screen, which might have been the kiss of death for his career. Black audiences, they argued, would have a hard time getting over it. So the kissing scene in that movie includes a very awkward cutaway, so you don’t actually see any lips or tongues touching at all—the back of a head obstructing our view. The actual kiss, quite plausibly, a simulation. But was it still not quite enough? Is that part of the reason why there are so many rumors on black gossip websites these days about Will Smith being gay and Jada being his beard? And there is always “new proof” that he, or she, is stepping out with some secret gay lover.

			The last few years, I’ve been conducting anthropological research with a few different religious and political groups that proselytize on Harlem sidewalks, and I’ve heard a lot of speculation about the impact of gay imagery on the psyche of young black boys. This is only a very small portion of the black folks that Denzel was warning Will about. And many of them would have been more suspicious about a transvestite skit than Chappelle was. I even heard rumors about transnational corporations genetically engineering foods to change young people’s sexual orientation from straight to gay. Some of the people I spoke to claimed that homosexuality was “non-African,” a strictly European invention, something found in ancient Greece (full of white people) but not ancient Egypt (home of storied and heterosexual black kings and queens). Homosexuality was sometimes equated with cultural genocide. The more black boys are turned gay, they argued, the fewer black babies are born. And that, some proclaimed, is the plan. More than a few people declared that this was all a kind of underground racial warfare. Homosexuality needed to be shunned, they stressed, because it jeopardizes the very future of the race. I don’t believe that either of my fathers would have gone quite this far, though my biological one did live a few blocks from where I heard those arguments.

			In response to this genocidal threat, black men are supposed to lambaste homosexuality as a scourge on the race and beat back any forms of effeminacy that might promote homosexual proclivities. The sexist, hypersexualized, and violent gangsta is an explicit rebuke of all things gay.9

			Part of my point is that there might be a link between this demonization of homosexuality and the social vulnerability of black boys and men. Since we don’t want queers, we overcompensate by creating the would-be thugs that society readily stigmatizes, imprisons, and kills as social pariahs.

			Of course, blacks don’t corner the market on homophobia, and although some studies find black Americans more conservative than other racial and ethnic groups on the topic, it would be unfair to single out black people as exceptionally antigay. Even countries like Jamaica, which are notorious for their homophobic public discourse and ordinances, shouldn’t be fetishized as some kind of exception to the rule of wider societal acceptance. Just recently, Zimbabwe’s infamous leader Robert Mugabe made a joke about beheading gays in one of the country’s newspapers, calling homosexuals “worse than pigs, goats and birds” and arguing that US and international attempts to link foreign aid to the nation’s formal acceptance of homosexuality “seeks to destroy our lineage.”10 This is a version of the “homosexuality is non-African” argument, just moved from ancient to contemporary times. But the black diaspora doesn’t monopolize state-sponsored homophobia. Look at Russia’s newest laws against promoting gay lifestyles in front of impressionable young Russian children. And is that much different from the Boy Scouts of America fighting to keep gays officially banned from its ranks? If anything, I would argue that many American fathers, regardless of ethnic or racial background, share a special concern (whether they act on it or not) about the prospects of raising gay sons—of raising any gay children at all, but especially sons.

			

			Trayvon was Tracy Martin’s son.

			When the George Zimmerman verdict came in, I was in Cape Town, South Africa, touring with a low-budget documentary film that I helped produce, Bad Friday, about the history of state violence against Rastafari in Jamaica. South Africa has recognized same-sex marriages since 2006. It was the first country in Africa to do so. But it is also famous for its high number of publicized attempts at “correcting” homosexual females through rape. The nation’s constitution protects gay rights, but authorities are believed to do much less than they could in their efforts to stop these orchestrated attacks.11

			South Africa was a surreal place to be when the Zimmerman verdict came in. There was little talk of Trayvon in the South African media, but the crew from America and Jamaica touring with the film (about twenty of us altogether) was disheartened and depressed by the verdict—and by the fact that we were so far away from all the grassroots responses to it. I kept thinking about Trayvon’s father that week. Both identifying with him and wondering how much he might be like either of my fathers.

			The verdict brought us down, but Cape Town’s beauty buoyed our spirits a bit, though we had been warned not to let the breathtaking views of its mountain ranges and coastline lull us into forgetting that South Africa was a very dangerous place, full of brazen and ruthless criminals, young black men who were brutal and well-armed. But its violence has a clear social map, and the black gangsters, the roughnecks, have places they inhabit, places where they belong, and those places tend to be far away from the everyday lives of most white and well-off South Africans.

			South Africa polices the geographical line between its haves and have-nots. America does, too. Ask Harvard University professor Henry Louis Gates, Jr. He knows, and he isn’t even a roughneck, at least not in any typical sense. He might be academia’s version of a gangsta, but that’s still different from street gangsterism, the difference between vicious wordplay and actual gunplay, between knowing about it and being ’bout it ’bout it.

			I bring up Gates because he helped create national headlines a few years ago by getting himself arrested in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for verbally lashing out at a police officer intent on questioning him as he entered his own home, a residence that the officer didn’t believe Gates owned. President Obama was even asked to comment on the incident (calling the arrest “stupid,” in perhaps his last candid racial comment as president), and the commander-in-chief ended up organizing a much-lampooned “Beer Summit” at the White House to sit down with the policeman and the professor over drinks. It was all just a silly mix-up, the caption to their photo-op was supposed to read, a one-in-a-million case of mistaken identity. What are the chances that such a misunderstanding could have escalated in this way? There’s probably a higher probability of lightning striking that famous Ivy League professor.

			When he yelled at that cop, Gates was expressing outrage at decidedly unsaid—but ubiquitous—racial and spatial expectations. And Trayvon Martin would have been quite familiar with them. As would his father. And both of mine. And any of the black South Africans I met on my trip.

			Racism has always meant nonwhites shouldering extra kinds of public scrutiny, like blacks and coloreds walking around with special passes in South Africa whenever they left their townships, but it is only since the 1960s that racists in America have no longer been able to carry their racisms around unapologetically. We live in a world, thankfully, where racism can’t speak its own name, at least not in the bright light of day, not without some reprisals. Not even in South Africa. This isn’t to say that unrepentant racists no longer exist, only that any whiff of explicit and undeniable racism will find the perpetrator asked to resign from office or paraded around the public sphere for collective rebuke and ridicule. The wrongheadedness of certain takes on Trayvon Martin’s murder pivots on this point, echoing the destructive links between hypermasculinity and black vulnerability.

			As some see it, Zimmerman would only have been guilty of murder, if at all, had he slipped on a white Klan suit before taking his shot. Or maybe if he had been caught on videotape chasing Martin down the street and screaming “Nigger!” at the top of his lungs. Anything short of that kind of clichéd notion of racial animus is supposed to take racism completely off the table as a legally and socially potent explanation for the tragedy, which meant that there was an incessant hunt for the “smoking gun” of explicit racism. People carefully scrutinized the 911 call for any of racism’s magic words. When they couldn’t find them, some read “punks” as a plausible euphemism, which it certainly could be. (Zimmerman probably would have known better than to call Martin by a racist epithet in a call to some anonymous 911 operator.) However, this is exactly the worst way to think about how we might make sense of Trayvon’s murder, even if state prosecutors put many of their own eggs in that basket. Other points and themes better ground any attempt to think through this senseless killing—and the jury’s verdict.

			For one thing, Martin could only look out of place to Zimmerman because it is normal to assume that a young black boy in a hoodie probably doesn’t belong in a relatively comfortable suburban neighborhood. Zimmerman and the Cambridge cop who stopped Gates were playing the percentages, and most of the time (because “hypersegregation” keeps black residents out of white neighborhoods), they both would be right.12 We live in a world where we can safely bet on a lot of social experiences and outcomes—on people’s places in society—based on skin color. And we do that all the time. Obama’s stint in the White House is a victory for racial inclusion in America, but it is still the exception that proves an opposite rule. The Obamas in the White House is the lightning strike, not the end of America’s racial storm.

			Racism is alive and well whenever blacks and whites can do the exact same things and end up with markedly different results. A white teenager in a hoodie wouldn’t automatically be deemed an outsider and a “punk” in Zimmerman’s neighborhood without other incriminating evidence to stoke the flames. And that teenager would be much less likely to end up dead for his athletic attire, though I think some might emphasize Martin’s oft-invoked “hoodie” a little too much. He would have been in trouble with or without it (just ask Gates).

			Black academics are very good at dressing well and cultivating particularly nonthreatening—even performatively effeminate—forms of public masculinity. If not, they would find it much more difficult to succeed in the academy. Across racial lines, confidence is sometimes read as arrogance. Being knowledgeable means being unteachable. Passion is hostility. I’ve seen it. So, black male academics soften their personal styles, their gestures and body postures, purposefully or not. Or it might just be that the ones who can’t tone down their hypermanly vibe simply interview their way right out of the most prestigious posts. But none of that helped Gates during his altercation. And how much more difficult to negotiate exchanges with “the law”—even to survive them—when all the accoutrements of black masculinity’s most threatening traits are visible from the start: the bravado, the thugged-out stare, the unpredictable “cool pose.”13 How much more threatening when you are not trying to make white people feel comfortable? Or when you don’t have the ability to pull it off no matter how much you might try?

			None of this is meant to let Zimmerman off the hook for killing Martin. But it shouldn’t let the rest of us off the hook, either.

			We sleep well at night by pretending to live in a fully meritocratic world where people get what they deserve—that is, when affirmative action doesn’t unfairly disenfranchise whites. Anything else is a freak accident. Society’s version of getting struck by lightning. There are no miscreants calculatedly raining bolts down on our heads. It is just dumb luck. Or lack of effort.

			Martin’s death is significant because it reminds us that some kinds of mistaken identity are systematic. They actually aren’t innocent mistakes, not really. If anything, they are desperate attempts to correct the mistakes we think we see when people aren’t sticking closely to our preconceived notions of racial possibility, when they aren’t simply locked in their predictable social places. That’s precisely why Zimmerman followed Martin. And the surveillance couldn’t have surprised the boy. Even as a teenager, he would have been used to it, so much so that it is extremely unlikely Zimmerman’s paranoia alone would have prompted Martin to physically attack his accuser. He might have hurled some choice words Zimmerman’s way, maybe the same ones Gates used on that Cambridge cop, but young black men who are committed to challenging everybody who assumes they don’t belong somewhere would find themselves fighting all day long.

			Obama punctuated his response to the Zimmerman verdict by saying that he could have been Trayvon Martin thirty-five years ago. He could have been mistaken for an anonymous and threatening black man who didn’t belong. In truth, were it not for the prophylactic and retroactive protections of class privilege, which only go so far, Trayvon Martin is Obama right now. (And some right-wing pundits put a symbolic hoodie on the president every chance they get.)

			

			Trayvon Martin is also Hector Pieterson.

			Only a day after the Zimmerman verdict, I found myself mesmerized by images I saw in Soweto at the Hector Pieterson Museum, named after the thirteen-year-old boy who was killed in 1976 when he and his schoolmates protested the South African government’s attempt to force them all to learn their school lessons in Afrikaans, a language that they didn’t know and which felt to them like one colonialist imposition too many. It wasn’t the most oppressive apartheid mandate, but it was the final straw. Pieterson was just a young boy who happened to get killed by a policeman’s bullets during the start of the protests. It could have been anyone. Any of the children. They weren’t gunning for Pieterson in particular. He just happened to be in the line of fire.

			Martin wasn’t explicitly protesting apartheid’s pernicious proscriptions, but he also just happened to be in the line of fire, a line that cuts across America’s historic color line. It was a mistake, but a systematic one, which isn’t really a mistake at all.

			And what does any of this (my seemingly off-topic rant about Martin, Gates, Zimmerman, black men with designated places in the world) have to do with the question of homosexuality and black boys? Nothing. And everything. Racial profiling, structural racism, is indifferent to sexual orientation. But there is something telling about how easily the likes of George Zimmerman can read a young black teenager as a threat, an ungenerous reading in cahoots with the investments that many fathers have in raising manly men. When my stepfather was sitting me down and talking about the perils and pathologies of homosexuality, he was faintly laying the foundation for an approach to black manhood that would never be read generously from across the racial tracks. If anything, it would provide the behavioral pretext for the kind of pathological fear and suspicion that Zimmerman used to justify pulling the trigger on a defenseless young teen. When I was a teenager, I often felt defenseless, especially when standing in my stepfather’s shadow. But I was also defensive.

			Some of the most insensitive and unfair conversations we ever have are the ones we have with ourselves, and I remember calling my biological father a “faggot” at least a couple of times. Not out loud. In my head. He must have been soft, I thought. Weak and spineless, the stuff that being a “faggot” was supposed to imply. It took me a long time to start unlearning this formulation of things, to even imagine that it might warrant unlearning, but as a kid I kept thinking, how else could I make sense of the fact that my “real” father had let another man take his son away from him? That’s what I thought. That’s what I said. “How could I ever love a person like that? How could someone who does that ever love himself?”

			We all witness things that we can’t quite explain and don’t really understand but that put seemingly disparate ideas together in uncanny ways. Ways we can’t forget. Like when I was sitting in a barbershop about a year ago, and I heard another patron or one of the other barbers (my glasses were off, so I couldn’t see a thing or make out who was speaking) say that Trayvon Martin looked a little “sweet” to him the first time he saw the youngster’s photo on the news. Sweet was a euphemism. He said it a few times. And then he asked if other folks saw it, if they knew what he meant. Nobody else said they did. But I remember pondering, what would it matter (in terms of the news coverage and the public outcry of support from the black community) if he were sweet? In ways that only a novelist would dare take up, probably—sadly—quite a bit.
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