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Introduction

In 1997, at the age of sixteen, I left my home in California to spend the summer in New York City. I stayed in the luxurious apartments of the prep school kids I’d befriended that spring at the Mountain School, an idyllic, warmhearted, working farm in Vermont where we’d all participated in an elite semester-long program for high school juniors. I wore size 26 pants—that’s a women’s plus-size 26—sported worn-out cornrows and acne, and had divorced parents and no money. Except for my mind—which got me into an exclusive program like the Mountain School—I was nothing like the Manhattan teenagers who hosted me, who lived in apartments with staff entrances and Picassos hung casually in hallways, who carried twenty-dollar lip balm and had faces as clear and cared-for as pearls, who were both profligate and cheap in the unusual way of the wealthy, thinking nothing of three-hundred-dollar dinners yet walking an extra four blocks to buy the cheapest pack of cigarettes.

I think our friendships were real. I think they loved me, and it was mutual. But I can never know how much of their love was tethered to the sheer delight and surprise of meeting a fat brown girl on scholarship who could quote Wordsworth, whose family came to America in the 1600s, who wore preppy clothes, even if big. Whether our friendships were deeply honest or a little bit rotten, when we hung out I always felt I was listening—eavesdropping—from another room, ear pressed to the wall. They were tip-top upper class; I was with them, but not of them. I heard what they said and, like a spy, observed how they moved, their words and actions rich with layers of meaning even they didn’t understand because fish never fully understand the water. That summer’s experience, when I felt my incredible proximity to power but also my irreconcilable distance from it, has stayed with me. It has, in fact, been one of the defining dynamics of my life.

I call myself in-between: I’m a mixed Black woman and what folks have sometimes called “a whole lot of yellow wasted,” meaning I have light (yellow) skin “wasted” by Black features (kinky hair, broad nose). I’m Mexican on my dad’s side, but I don’t speak Spanish. I’m descended from enslaved people on my dad’s side, but slaveholders on my mom’s side. Their progeny disowned her and her future kids when she married a Black man. I’m a Daughter of the American Revolution. My mom completed graduate school, as did I; my dad didn’t finish elementary school and spent nearly twenty years incarcerated (a few years here, a few years there). I started my first diet at age three or four, and have been painfully thin and truly fat, multiple times, for thirty years, which is to say I know things about womanhood that you can’t know if your body is normal or your weight hasn’t fluctuated wildly. I’m a lawyer, and in law school I worked for the United States Attorney’s Office and the Obama administration, and as a child I watched my dad deal cocaine to pay child support. I went to tony private schools and grew up in Marin County, which had the world’s highest per capita income in those days; I also sometimes spent weekends with my dad, who was so poor we went to the bathroom in buckets under a ceiling hole repaired with a tarp.

This book began as a way to process my own dislocation, as the kind of cartography we all do to address certain ambiguities in our lives. Ultimately, it is about living between society’s most charged, politicized, and intractably polar spaces: between Black and white, between rich and poor, between thin and fat (as a woman). It’s about the processes of growing up, dating, working, mothering, and self-discovering while occupying these interstitial identities. I live on the balcony and the dance floor at the same time, and my story is rooted in my body: a brown, female, and currently fat body the world more or less despises, and onto which the culture ascribes a bizarre constellation of faults, sins, fates, and histories; and also a body with light-skin privilege, and access to thin privilege, and which has successfully carried me through elite spaces from the White House to Park Avenue apartments. Through the eyes of my body, I see the world’s dominant cultures and subordinated cultures as an insider and an outsider at once. I wrote this book to illuminate these dominant and subordinated spaces, and the space that both separates and binds them. I wrote it to articulate a space in between.






On Dating White Guys While Me

Holt was a catch and I thought maybe we were heading somewhere, but then I saw his feet, and they were beautiful, unlike mine. Dating requires intimacy: bare feet, side by side, maybe touching at the foot of a bed, in the sand, the grass. I did not want to place my feet next to his.

His feet were smooth and well-shaped as if carved from marble, with neat cuticles and nails filed symmetrically. When I saw them I thought, They’re like David’s right foot! Years before, I’d sketched David’s feet in charcoal, full of hope, the filtered light as gentle as a powder puff in the Florentine museum, a hushed flow of tourists and art students around me. I wish I’d sketched the slaves and their pocked granite confines instead, but back then, in the spring of 2002, it was David who spoke to me. He was being cleaned with water and Q-tips, by erudite Italians kneeling on scaffolding beside his pensive brow; that’s how Holt’s feet seemed to me—like things another person would carefully clean for him.

There were many things about Holt that I liked. I liked how his biceps emerged from T-shirt sleeves. I liked how he stood next to me at that Christmas party on Benvenue Ave., brushed up and emitting a gently possessive warmth that made me giddy. I liked getting breakfast with him early in the morning at the coffee shop that served so-so coffee, and I liked how it looked to anyone walking by: me, with him. I liked how he lingered when I drove him home that brisk autumn night, leaning back into the car, suggesting we get together soon to study—we were in law school—his big-nosed face and impish smile illuminated by porchlight. I liked that he was from New York, that he was smart, that his dad was an iffy presence in his life, like mine. That his sneakers were always clean, that he drank gobs of whiskey and beer and never seemed drunk, that his East Coast self-possession shone brightly against the floppy California exuberance in which we lived.

And I liked that he was white. I liked his whiteness in an uncomfortable, subterranean way. I’d long sensed that the most succinct, irrefutable way to move up in the world was to be loved by a prototypical white man—i.e., someone at the top. There’s a cultural magic in their approval, a kind of magnetizing glitter that surrounds the approved-of object. So, I pursued them. I had relationships with men of color, too; but a certain type of white guy had a particular hold on my psyche. I hoped, in landing one, to earn a medal. To sling it around my neck and prove that I wasn’t too low on the ladder for blessings. Adjacent to them, accepted by them, I’d undo the injuries of not belonging I’d endured. I’d become the girl I’d ached and tried my whole childhood and adolescence to be: a version of that fairylike, Nordic blonde in a Timotei shampoo commercial, over whom I obsessed as a child, floating on my back in the bath and imagining my brown, cotton-candy hair was a white silk ribbon, like hers.

Holt had potential. He could be my world of oysters. We clicked; he seemed to see that I was bright, credentialed, special. He, with his jocular, confident whiteness, could slay my otherness, rescue me from the ogre of myself. I’d grieve, yes, but then watch my life bloom, unfettered by bigness, by brownness. I really believed this—until I saw his feet, which were so handsome—sophisticated, even—compared to mine.

I saw them on a cool November night. We were in his kitchen drinking Two Buck Chuck as he fried salmon burgers and his roommates watched television. His long torso in a white T-shirt was so satisfying there, spatula in hand, rough whoosh of thick, sandy-blond hair on his head and gumdroppy lips saying something or other, basketball shorts low on his hips, when I looked down—how had I never seen them before?—to his feet on the terra-cotta kitchen tile. They were lovely. I almost blurted it out. Fizzy heat needled up my spine and sloshed down the front of my head as I thought how my own feet, shoved suddenly deeper into my shoes, were a particular kind of not beautiful, a big that attached to and amplified my blackness, my poorness, my body-bigness.

Laila Ali says she gets pedicures because her feet are a women’s size twelve and (she laughs) nobody wants to see them big old thangs looking more mannish than they already do. Her words, uttered in a husky voice with a toss of her straightened hair, have memed in my head for years. There’s no hiding big feet (like hers, mine are twelves or thirteens), even in hyper-feminine ballet flats, or carefree Havaianas, or high heels. And my feet are often dry because I never apply the shea butter I buy. And I rarely get pedicures because they’re expensive and exploitative and don’t actually change the size and shape of your feet.

My feet have always struck me as my tell of otherness, even more than my nose, or hair, or weight. No matter the private schools, the white-sounding voice, the white-sounding name, or how I put white people at ease, especially rich white people, my feet seemed to cast me out of belonging, if only in my mind, which is enough. Years ago, my uncle saw me barefoot and said, “I’d love to have those big wide bear paws!” He said it admiringly but looking down at my “bear paws” pressing heavily into the wood kitchen floor, I flushed. I was maybe ten when I couldn’t play-wear my mom’s shoes anymore, and somehow that day encapsulated something horribly wrong about me to myself. I was just a child, but I had outgrown my own mother.

A handsome military doctor once held my feet in the White House infirmary. I was spending a semester of law school as a clerk in Obama’s Office of White House Counsel. That day, in keeping with the rest of the internship, should have felt rare and exciting. But anxiety about my feet dragged me out of the moment’s headiness—what it was like to get up from my White House desk, get a bottle of White House–branded ibuprofen from the first-aid kit, then get permission to leave my memo on presidential power unfinished and visit the doctor’s office down the wide, curving wood steps. The doctor came in the room, realized he forgot his pen, and left to get it. I almost left, too, despite the ripping pain in my ankle, because he was white and tall and polished, and I was afraid my long wide feet, which he’d have to touch to examine, would displease or bother him. I started to sweat. My pulse picked up. If he noticed me freaking out, he ignored it. He sent me home with an Ace bandage and ice and orders to wear sneakers to work for two weeks, which I did not do; sneakers make your feet look bigger.

Did you know that when you go into Payless, and sneak to the size thirteen women’s aisle after pretending to pause in the size ten aisle, all you see are big Black women? It’s the same at Nordstrom Rack. Why we statuesque, thick women of African descent have big feet, I don’t know. Is it Africa, or miscegenation? Maybe our feet come from a robust gumbo of West African and Scottish and English and Native American blood and are unique to us in human history. Maybe they are an adaptation to standing all day in fields, hard at work and watchful, in rare autumn snows and dependable summer heat, or to running toward self-liberation. Maybe our feet survived because we, and they, were the fittest.

If I’d grown up with the Black and Mexican side of my family, where plenty of us are pudgy with stone-heavy bones and everyone’s brown and nobody’s white, I’d be less messed up about this. I might see my feet as a connection to my ancestors and their ingenious survival. But I grew up with my WASPy family, with ceaseless diet-and-binge cycles and forced trampoline jumping before dinner and no one, nothing, that reflected my body kindly. I went to an all-white school and, in second grade, had to announce my weight to the class every Monday so my little white school friends could help me make better choices in the lunch line. My mother, who is white, grabbed my fat and said it would kill me, or no boy would ever dance with me, let alone like me. My feet became the location where these lies about myself—which I took as truth—rested.

“Hand me your plate,” Holt said, lifting a burger. Silently, I did. I was smiling, but whatever confidence I once felt, or fun lust I once signaled, had disappeared. Fear replaced it. The place behind my solar plexus tightened. I chastised myself for my wishfulness—as if Holt would choose me, smart and witty and even pretty as I was, upon seeing through my feet just how completely I differed from the fetching white girls I presumed he dated (at least one of his exes was white, and petite, and cute; I’d seen a photo). This was the danger of pursuing the white male gaze: if it landed on you wrong, it hurt.

Holt wasn’t the first white guy I’d tried getting close to in order to game the social hierarchy. It never went the way I wanted it to. Years before Holt, whom I met in law school, there was Tucker. We were undergrads studying abroad in Italy. Tucker had a shag of blond hair falling across his forehead and a pack of Camel cigarettes flip-flipping in his fingers. He was tall enough that his blue eyes looked down at the top of my head from his Lacoste-and-Top-Siders perch. He was in a band, voted liberal, and laughed easily. We smoked joints in my living room, lay back on the scratchy brown couch, and I got much higher than him though he smoked much more than me. We drank beer and spritz at bars in the piazza while he glanced, confidently and continually, at my braless chest. He took me to see the Dave Holland Quintet in a dusty, golden town outside Florence, and I remember pretending it was a date, which it may have been. Beforehand, we ate hard-boiled eggs and caviar at the linoleum kitchen table in his apartment across the Arno. The sun was low and fell across the table, our food in a slab of goldenrod light. I’d never had fish eggs before, and he cracked a joke about our meal being from a Baby’s First Caviar kit. This delighted me—that he felt comfortable referencing caviar around me, that I was “baby” and he was orienting me to his world.

Back in America, we stayed in touch. Tucker was from Connecticut but spent time in New York City, where I lived. He could be pushy—I remember him telling me that, as a boy, when his nanny wouldn’t give him what he wanted, he peed on her coat—and I accepted his mild coerciveness as if it were an overture to my transformation. At a party on the Lower East Side, I sat on a bed, blurry and bobbing from liquor and leaning torpidly against the headboard, when Tucker walked across the dark room and sat beside me. “Hey,” he said, smiling. “There you are.” “Hi,” I answered. He pulled a joint from his pocket and lit it; his arm touched my arm. “Want some?” he asked. I said nah, and he asked again, and I said no. “Come on,” he said languidly, laughing, his face very close and his eyes on mine. “No, really, I’m drunk enough.” “Here,” he said, and, not moving his eyes, put the wet end of the joint between my lips. I felt his fingertips press more and more firmly on my mouth and I inhaled, though I didn’t want to. I wondered if he would kiss me, if this was it, the moment after which I would no longer have to be me. He didn’t, and it wasn’t. Quite the opposite. Soon, he’d snort coke with my girlfriend in a bar bathroom, and they’d hook up and spend half the night together. She was a film producer’s daughter from Manhattan with long golden hair she flat-ironed, pale skin, a little waist, and boobs that were like perky water balloons. I felt, at last, the wrecking ball of certainty that Tucker didn’t want me. I had not fooled him.

Henry was a white law student with a velvety buzz cut who took caffeine pills and talked a little bit like Chandler from Friends. He was senior to me in the Obama campaign, where I worked after college. I drove him home one night and could tell from the looks on our colleagues’ faces that they thought we were going to hook up. The freeway was empty and we sped to San Francisco. As I leaned over the pool table at a bar below his apartment, I felt his hand slap my ass, then grab it. Because I wasn’t cool, wasn’t the kind of girl who knew what to do, I told him “Stop!” like I actually meant it. Later, drunk, we sprawled across his floor mattress. There was a moment of quiet in which he popped up and walked barefoot to the kitchen for a long swig from a bottle next to the sink, and then another. When he came back to the mattress his lips and chin smelled like fresh scotch. He got up for another sip a few minutes later. I remember thinking, But we’ve already brushed our teeth… I felt the curdled energy in my gut say, I think he’s an alcoholic. Outside, the North Beach bars kicked their last patrons to the foggy sidewalks, and wasted hollers mingled with the sounds of idling trucks and Spanish-speaking delivery guys. Henry whispered, “Pull the blinds.” He curled his arm around me and stroked my arm and the side of my stomach. I felt the familiar, thrilling mix of nerves and possibility—this must be the beginning of him seeing me as a suitable girl. He ran his fingers along my arm, along the dip of my waist, down to my fingers, back up to my shoulder. I was turned on and hopeful, full of a throbbing buzz, but I was also tense. For the transformation to happen, he’d have to have access to my body—but not full access. I’d have to somehow conceal the telling parts, like my feet. I stayed frozen with my back to him, staring at the wall against which the mattress was shoved. I wanted him to touch me more daringly, decisively. I also longed for the freedom that might enable me to do the same. But I was too afraid of offending him. Eventually his hand stopped its slide, grew heavy with the relaxation of sleep. And that—that nothing—was it. The next morning, he said, “Hey, I’m sorry about last night, it was just instinct. You were a warm body.” I hadn’t asked, but I interpreted the comment as a signal of morning-after mortification. I replied, “No worries.”

That summer, I met Blake in the law firm kitchen where secretaries brewed coffee and lawyers filled their cups. I was a summer associate, and he’d already finished law school and been at the firm a few years. He wore San Francisco–slim khaki pants, brown suede shoes, bright yellow socks, and a crisp pink button-down shirt with Burberry-checked cuffs. “Too much, right?” he said, looking at the fabric on his pale, hairy wrist. “I’m gettin’ razzed for this shirt. Time to give it to Goodwill.” He was muscled and beautiful in a creamy way, Caravaggio’s Bacchus years later, running up the BART steps with a five-o’clock shadow and weekend-surfer’s tan every Monday morning. He seemed to come from money. He had backpacked or cycled on nearly every continent. He had gone to Harvard and Stanford. Philanthropic with a lusty appetite for food and wine, he taught me to use Maldon salt and he published op-eds about public policy in places like the Wall Street Journal.

Whatever those couple of months with Blake were, they ended sour and nasty. Before it ended, though, it took the same intoxicating, baffling form as so many of my relationships with gleaming, ticks-the-boxes white guys: we played a quasi-romantic, chaste, not-quite-right version of house that never ascended from the runway. I wanted them to want me, and to change me. (They wanted me for something, too, but more on that later.) We had dressed-up dinners at smart restaurants; we talked on the phone until batteries died; we had pet names (Skivvies, Cafecito, Bookie, Savalita); we shared forks and toothbrushes; we watched movies under blankets; we spent weekends together, starting with a Friday-night sleepover and ending with Sunday brunch.

We never even kissed, but once we were in this odd dynamic, people doted and cooed like they do around young love. The guys sometimes leaned into it. A deli owner handed me and Henry our paper-wrapped cheesesteaks and, looking me over pointedly, said to him, “You’re a lucky man, my friend.” My heart raced. Henry smiled and didn’t correct the assumption, and neither did I. Meeting me at the parking lot beside his building and tossing the familiar attendant a twenty for my overnight stay, Henry said, “He thinks we’re fucking, don’t you think?” I didn’t answer. Was this an invitation? A worry? A fear? The limbo exhausted me—the sense of being allowed in, but not wanted. Or wanted, but not allowed in. I slept at Henry’s apartment so often his roommate, who generally slept at his girlfriend’s house, asked how long we’d been dating. I said, “We’re not.” But I said it in a way that left room for interpretation. That night, we watched Rosemary’s Baby and gossiped about campaign volunteers. My bare feet were on his lap. He rubbed them for a minute but it seemed halfhearted. It was excruciating! I barely breathed and didn’t enjoy it and couldn’t pay attention to the movie until he paused (or was he done?) and leaned forward to grab his Tecate, at which point I moved my feet under the blanket.

Blake and I once had dinner at a fancy restaurant we both wanted to try. He made us a reservation for a Friday night and we drove there in his car. The waitress asked us where we wanted to sit and I said, “Anywhere, surprise us”; she walked us through the dark, Pacific Heights restaurant, a blur of mahogany and gold light, tinkling glasses and low chatter, to a section where each small table had one loveseat instead of chairs, so Blake and I ate our exorbitant, egg-topped burgers side by side, legs touching. When he stretched before dessert, he put his arm around me. The waitress arrived with our cake and said to me, “You’re so pretty, by the way.” And instantly, for just a second, I broke character, flashed my cards: I whipped around to Blake and cried, “See?” as if we’d been fighting about whether I was beautiful—him saying No, you aren’t, me saying Yes, I am—and the waitress had just proved me right.

We drove to Blake’s apartment. From the passenger seat, I moved playfully to grab the manual gearshift as we hit a hill. He laughed and said how frisky I was, grinning. Inside, we lay on his bed while he told me how fit he was, almost too fit to find a challenging workout, he said. He was in basketball shorts by then and his warm, hairy legs were stretched out, his thigh next to mine like a golden rock. Should I touch it? Did he want me to? I got up and went to get lip balm from my purse. Bent over and rummaging, I felt him come up behind me, laying his body on top of mine and sighing, resting his stubbled cheek on my back. (This was one of the most awkward and inscrutable physical encounters I’ve ever experienced; I felt both like a table he was resting his exhausted body on and a lover about to have rear-entry sex.) I slept over, but on the couch; we’d started a cryptic European movie and at some point he said, “I’m exhausted,” stood, and walked to his bedroom. There didn’t seem to be an invitation to follow him. A moment later he called, “There’s blankets in the hutch!” The sense of being allowed in, but not wanted. Or wanted, but not allowed in.

Not long after, we had dinner in a Financial District bar. Slanting into me with heavy, buzzed affection and scrawling his name on the receipt, he sighed and said, “Oh, the day will come when you’ll hate Blake Williams…” I didn’t respond, but it plucked me out of the foamy reverie I was lolling in beside him at the bar. The next week, I met him at his apartment after a day of moot court competition (a debate team for law students). I took a quick shower while he answered work emails and fried us eggs for dinner. We made salads in mixing bowls. Mouth full of greens, he said, “So my friend is coming up next weekend. Where should I take her?” “Your friend?” “Yeah, well”—he put another forkful in his mouth—“friend is the word I use. But I need someplace romantic.” “Ah,” I said. He chomped his food. “So. Any ideas?”

I remember sitting at Plant Cafe with a girlfriend, the brackish smell of the bay and shrill seagull calls in the air, and going on and on about Blake and the “girlfriend” development, energized by my own confusion, by his alternating warmth and chilliness, by my parallel certainties that he was into me (his behavior) and that there was no way he could be into me (my appearance, my identity, his behavior), by how he reinforced, maybe unknowingly, my googly-eyed longing and then elbowed me away. I insisted to my friend that my confusion was not unfounded: that same night he asked me where to take the girlfriend, he also gave me a CD of slow, swinging Rubén González and one of his oldest T-shirts, thin and blue and fragrant with his body.

I met this girl a couple weeks later at a birthday party. She was like a doe, quiet in the bashful way of Jackie O, with a delicate, small body. Her snow-colored prettiness had the precision of a porcelain doll. She had brown hair that lay across her back and shoulders in smooth waves and she kept her purse on her lap. Her skin had the color and poreless clarity of a peeled egg. He didn’t introduce her, but I learned her name was Olivia. When they went to the bar for drinks, she clutched his hand.

About a week later, we had a halting, uncomfortable goodbye at his apartment before he took a cycling trip to Argentina. Nothing triggered it, per se—it wasn’t goodbye forever—we just stared at each other for a long time in his doorway, not talking, or we said good night but didn’t close the door, didn’t walk across the landing to leave the building. I drove home watching a plume of fog move through the Bay Bridge spires, wondering how much longer I could stand this suspension. Blake called the next morning on his way to the airport and left a happy message about how much fun we’d had the night before, the trip he was about to take, and getting together when he returned. I called back right away. On his voicemail I told him to have a great trip, that I’d see him soon, and, stupidly, “I wish I’d kissed you yesterday when we were saying goodbye.” He didn’t call back. But I got a long email from Argentina—the spartan hotel, the snowy mountains, the decent food. The last line was, “Also, got your voicemail. Thanks for saying that!”



I want to think that, if I’d been capable of directness, of expressing my own desire forthrightly, and of deeper confidence, I could have had actual romantic relationships with any of these guys. This might be delusional. Henry, from the Obama campaign, once told me he could only date girls who were shorter than him; I was an inch taller. After finding Tucker, the friend I met in Florence, with my girlfriend in the bar bathroom, their powdery noses pressed together as they kissed and giggled and banged into the wooden stall, I cried, “What the hell are you doing?” as if I’d burst upon an affair. Eventually, I emailed him to explain my reaction. He never wrote back. When Blake got back from Argentina, he asked me to look at an op-ed he’d drafted before it went to the Washington Post. I said I’d pass, and asked whether he could maybe give me a tiny bit of space after I’d told him how I felt about him and he’d rejected me. “What are you talking about?” he barked. I said I felt led on. He asked how, kind of spat out the question, then said I was wandering into the weeds when I mentioned how he’d touch me, or take me to dinner. It was a brutal twenty minutes, after which I felt lacerated. We only talked a couple times after that, exchanging brief, perfunctory niceties at work or social functions. And handsome-footed Holt, with whom this dynamic never got started but perhaps could have, told me before we ever hooked up that he only wanted to be friends. I think he was being honest, but mostly just kind, when he said that he wanted freedom to fuck around unbridled, and our friendship meant that if we hooked up it would be, by definition, consequential. I pinpoint this evening, us two in the doorway, his face a little tortured, my smile accommodating, as the Official End of any chance I had with Holt. But the actual end, at least for me, was weeks earlier when I saw his feet and my self-loathing surfaced, right up in front of my eyeballs where I couldn’t ignore it, and I began to shrink away from him into a space I hoped was half-invisible.



Hindsight, between a rock and a hard place: my self-loathing both propelled and doomed these weird, cryptic couplings. My sense of failure, deformation, and nobodiness pulled me toward men I thought could, by their presence and proximity, erase my relentless otherness. Which is to say: fix me, as if my otherness were a pathogen; or erase me, as if my otherness were a mistake. But those same senses of failure, deformation, and nobodiness made me incapable of any sincere connection. Bent on my own annihilation, how could I be present and available? And what did I blame when our connections, always choppy with static, finally frayed and split? My blackness, my bigness, my poorness, the vulgarity I perceived about myself that I’d hoped our connections would erase. But oh, the thrill was real while it lasted. These white guys could make me feel faint just by throwing a lazy arm over my shoulder for a photo or taking a sip from my glass at a bar. Strolling past my office, Blake once winked and said, “Hey, darlin’.”I My chest clutched inward, something electric and sparkling filled my head. I grabbed the edge of my desk and closed my eyes, head forward, shocked by the boozy, fast swirl of heat that had exploded in my stomach and was leaping through my body, effervescent and alarming. That night, I told my best friend about the Hey, darlin’ fizz and she said, “Warning! It means they are bad for you. It means your dysfunctions align in terrible ways.”



Here is a fact that seems meaningful: I married a white guy. I resist seeing his whiteness as a prize, though. This is partly because he is not high-gloss, preppy, and silver-spooned in terms of social capital. When I met my husband, he worked the early shift at a GM plant and woke at 4:30 a.m., ate Pop-Tarts and drank a can of Coke for breakfast, and drove a decaying gray Dodge up Highway 75, foam busting up from the seats, a Detroit Tigers cap on his head, classic rock on the radio. He’s from Detroit proper. He dropped out of high school. He finished college in his thirties after a decade of night classes. A mechanic from his teenage years, he has still never taken a car to the shop. He rides motorcycles. He’s quiet and unaffected. He’s not flashy or conspicuous. His family has no money. His funny-Valentine, blue-collar, Midwestern roots leaned against his youth in a Black city and made him a different kind of white. One of the first things I noticed about him were pictures of him with his arm around Black guys. I paused, wondering whether this was performative diversity for my sake. “Who’re they?” I asked. The reserve in my voice was probably imperceptible to him, though a Black woman would have heard and understood it. He said, “Ronald and Jim, two good friends.” It was a meaningful answer, though having Black friends doesn’t mean you “get” Black people any more than being a man with a wife means you “get” womanhood. Over the early weeks, I grilled him—had he dated other Black women? Yes. Did his family mind? Not that he was aware of. Did he only date Black women? No. How had the other ones worn their hair? A weave, he thought; I was trying to understand what he knew about natural Black hair. Why did he think so many Michiganders stayed away from Detroit? Why was affirmative action unpopular among the blue-collar workers he knew? And so on. Slowly it became clear that there was no possibility of self-erasure through him; he was not blithely living in, using, and gazing at the world from the tower of his whiteness, maleness, and social power, and so his approval wouldn’t lift me into that tower alongside him. The hardscrabble elements of his early life, his outsider mindset (Detroit vs. Everybody), and the fact that, for years, he’d been in community with multiple Black people made him a fit for me, not a fix.

Seeing the fit wasn’t instantaneous. I freaked out to my girlfriends that he’d finished only one year of high school, worked on cars, and rode a motorcycle. “There goes my chance of being First Lady,” I’d laugh, but only half-kidding. Yet by the time I met my future husband, I was less interested in the project I’d pursued with Blake, Tucker, Henry, and the others. After I told Blake I wished I’d kissed him, gotten his ridiculous “Thanks for saying that!” reply, and tried to talk frankly with him about the confusing nature of our bond, his anger and nastiness were clarifying. Initially I was humiliated—by my own naivete, by the limitlessness of my only-half-requited attention, time, affection, and energy for him. But then, like a spark, his affronted anger triggered my own. It invigorated and toned my instincts for self-defense. I felt wronged. The smooth entitlement, the hale cockiness of endless upward mobility, the confidence of being the world’s protagonist—the attributes that drew me to this type of guy on my blighted quests for transformation—began to repel me. Chasing these dudes was like simultaneously experiencing my demise and ordering it, like an empress who’s split in half, her gladiator other-self wounded in the dirt and looking up, her royal-empress thumb turning down. I’d always wanted to be the empress; I was becoming more interested in the gladiator. Still, even today, I sometimes must take my fingers to the sad, groveling, nearly antebellum neural pathways that occasionally insist my white husband is a prize, that his whiteness does boost me up, and disable them. Sometimes women of color pass each other on the street with their white male partners and smile like, We did it. (The men don’t notice.) But within the smiles is a tightness, a shame, perhaps, about the fact that they are smiling. I don’t want this anymore.

I would, however, like to understand what Tucker, Henry, Blake, and to a much lesser extent Holt made and make of our relationships—in the sense of two people relating—nascent, murky, strange, wishy-washy, and thrilling as they were. Writing about them is a kind of resolution for myself, but it’s also a holding out of some too-late, backward-facing hope, as if by revisiting what I remember I can correct it, or explain it, or even understand it. Of course, I know, He’s just not that into you. Undoubtedly true. But I was not imagining their interest in me, either. I have normal friendships with white guys, where this vexed closeness doesn’t happen. I can spot the difference, and there was a particularity to my bonds with Tucker, Henry, Blake, and the like. Were they drawn to, and maybe simultaneously away from, what I represented with my brownness and bigness? With how my class background potentiated my Black body? Were they drawn to something motherly, to using my soft, brown femaleness as a tool for comfort? They would not have been the first white men attracted, subtly or explicitly, to Black and brown women in this way; perhaps they, too, are shaped by what they came from. These are ideas I’m too chicken to ponder deeply, let alone ask them; but I think of Henry snuggling me in bed, then saying I was just a warm body. I think of Blake draping himself over me, then getting angry when I brought it up. I think of Tucker’s cool fingers on my lips as he firmly pressed a joint into my unwanting mouth. I think of Holt, who seemed sometimes into me and sometimes uncomfortable with that idea. Mostly, though, I think of my own inability to fully let these stories go.

In the unresolvable ambiguity, I choose to believe that these white guys were simply unknowing, not skilled enough to see or manage the complicated net of attractions, crossed signals, and impossibility we created. I choose to believe that they were not consciously using me for physical and emotional caretaking. I choose to believe in the complexity even if I’m the only one who can see it. It’s a form of self-protection, an instinct I wish I’d had sooner.

I. Twelve years later, this strikes me as unusually warm for Blake in a professional setting. Still, it’s what I remember.
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